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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am pleased to have the opportunity to address this important regional workshop on field 

investigation and response to outbreaks of influenza and other epidemic-prone respiratory 

infections. It is my pleasure to thank H.E. Dr Mohammed Jawad Khalife, Minister of Health, 

Lebanon, for hosting this workshop. I also extend a warm welcome to our colleagues from 

WHO headquarters and to all the participants in the workshop. 

This is the second time we have held such a regional workshop to build national capacities 

to detect, assess, notify and respond to outbreak events. During the workshop, special emphasis 

will be put on outbreaks of influenza and other epidemic-prone respiratory infections. The 

experience of last year’s response to the outbreak of pandemic A(H1N1) 2009 virus, and the 

need for adequate preparedness for similar events, has forced WHO to focus attention on 

outbreaks of influenza and other outbreak-prone respiratory illnesses. This focus is in 

alignment with WHO’s strategy of response to recurrent outbreaks of communicable disease in 

Region.  The workshop will contribute to translating strategies into plans that will enable us all 

to ensure appropriate and efficient management of pandemics and epidemics, including 

epidemics of emerging and re-emerging communicable diseases. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Pandemics and outbreaks of diseases are emergencies and, like all emergencies, require 

prompt action. Rapid response is needed to care for cases, prevent further spread, and bring the 

outbreaks under control. Our experience with last year’s pandemic (H1N1) 2009, and our long 

experience in dealing with outbreaks, clearly demonstrated that emergencies of this kind can be 

disastrous if the response is not adequate, timely and appropriate. The role of well-trained 

human resources and an adequate state of preparedness for outbreak and pandemic response are 

essential elements of outbreak and pandemic control strategies. Outbreaks and pandemics have 

the potential to cause massive morbidity and mortality within a short time. They also have the 

potential to cause social disruption and economic loss well beyond health care costs and out of 

proportion to the true severity of the risk. 

Countries in the Eastern Mediterranean Region are exposed to great risk of spread of 

outbreaks of emerging and re-emerging communicable diseases, for many reasons. Among 

these is the fact that many countries in the Region interact with other countries from all over 

the world through tourism, and movement of expatriate workers and pilgrims.  Moreover, many 

of these countries do not have adequate resources to respond to major outbreaks and other 

public health emergencies of international concern (PHEIC). Country support for 

communicable disease surveillance and response activities generally decreases between 

outbreaks. 

A functional public health surveillance system is always necessary to detect outbreaks of 

communicable diseases early and respond rapidly. However, not all countries in the Region 

have such a system. The emergence of outbreaks, how they spread and the success of control 

measures are influenced by many factors among which are the availability and efficiency of a 

trained cadre of health workers. The majority of communicable disease outbreaks can be 

brought to an early end by well-trained health professionals using simple public health tools 

and interventions. The role of outbreak risk communication by trained health educators, aiming 

at increasing public awareness as well as promoting appropriate hygienic practices in 

communities, should be an integral component of any outbreak control strategy. This in turn 

depends on accurate risk assessment and interpretation by well trained health professionals. 

Outbreak response workshops must be a part of outbreak management planning from the 

outset. To comply with the International Health Regulation (2005), State parties are required to 

develop capacity to support response to an outbreak, pandemic or public health emergency. 

This includes the capacity to gather, analyse and interpret information, coordinate surveillance, 
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investigation and response, procure equipment and supplies, reinforce human capacity and 

monitor resources. Thus, public health staff involved in outbreak investigation and response 

must be well trained on simple techniques of risk assessment, outbreak management, data 

collection and management, and proper reporting. In addition such staff must be trained on the 

proper use of personal protective equipment, communication equipment and other new tools 

that are necessary during outbreaks.  

We are pleased to have in this workshop some health workers who have been involved in 

response to major outbreaks in their countries. Their presence here is an added asset.  They will 

share with you their rich experience and you will learn from them. You are here to represent 

your countries. The knowledge you will gain from this workshop will assist you to train more 

of your colleagues who were not able to participate.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The Regional Office is committed to national and regional capacity-building as a follow-

up to international outbreak response and to improve preparedness and reduce future 

vulnerability to epidemic-prone diseases.  I hope that this workshop will show how we intend 

to go forward with our work on public health in the future. Together we can make a significant 

impact. What we need is a joint approach, which harnesses our efforts. I wish you all success in 

this workshop and I look forward to seeing your input to the improvement in our ability to 

respond to and control outbreaks in the Region. 


