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Dear Colleagues 

 

It is my pleasure to welcome you here in Alexandria. I am very 

pleased that the first interregional focal point meeting of the Tobacco 

Free Initiative is being hosted by the Eastern Mediterranean Regional 

Office, and I am confident that your colleagues in the Regional Office 

will do their best to ensure a successful outcome to this important 

meeting. 

 

Although tobacco use varies from one region to another, the fact 

remains that smoking is a leading cause of preventable disease and 

death, and the magnitude of tobacco-related diseases is rapidly 

increasing at the global level. While prevalence of smoking is 

stabilizing or even declining in industrialized countries, cigarette 
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manufacturers are finding new markets in developing countries. The 

results of this trend are already evident: the prevalence of smoking in 

adult males in some populations of this Region, for example, may 

exceed 50%. 

 

Since there is usually a long delay between the onset of smoking 

and the development of its full health adverse effects, the magnitude 

of the effect on morbidity and mortality of the increase in tobacco use 

in developing countries will not be experienced for several decades. 

 

Responding to the global epidemic, WHO has made strenuous 

efforts to mobilize governments and voluntary associations in the 

fight against smoking. Several World Health Assembly resolutions 

have been passed, and numerous expert committee reports and 

technical publications have developed the scientific base for policy in 

this field.  

 

At the Regional level, important progress has been made. In the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region, a comprehensive regional plan of 

action for tobacco control, with specific targets for achievement in 

1997 and 2000, was drafted by the regional cardiovascular diseases 

control programme in 1995. The plan was subsequently reviewed and 

endorsed during a regional consultation organized in December 1995, 

in which regional experts in health participated as well as other 

sectors related to tobacco control. Subsequently and based on the 
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regional plan, some countries of the Region have formulated national 

action plans and established multisectoral national committees on 

tobacco control charged with implementing and evaluating these 

plans. 

 

Despite the significant progress made by some countries in 

adopting smoking control policies, with a consequent decline in 

tobacco consumption, the global public health burden of tobacco use 

will continue to increase if current smoking patterns continue. At the 

country level, the problems and constraints encountered in controlling 

the smoking epidemic are considerable. One of these is the lack of 

multidisciplinary, multisectoral action against tobacco at the national 

level. There is often no effective coordination between the various 

sectors involved in tobacco control. In fact, this lack of cooperation 

may result, in some countries, in these sectors working against each 

other. Another constraint is the absence of appropriate legislation 

against smoking, or where such legislation exists, the difficulties 

encountered in enforcing it. Many developing countries also suffer 

from problems related to illegal trafficking of tobacco products, 

which are not subjected to national control mechanisms such as 

taxation, legislation, and monitoring.  

 

To overcome these problems and to achieve the desired level of 

progress in the fight against smoking, it is now becoming clear that 
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tobacco control requires greater efforts and stronger government 

commitment.  

 

The establishment of the Tobacco Free Initiative by the Director 

General is a clear indication of the firm commitment given to tobacco 

control by WHO and an expression of its determination to strengthen 

activities and intensify efforts in the fight against smoking at the 

global level. There is enormous potential to reduce the health and 

economic burden resulting from tobacco use, and there is a pressing 

need for appropriate approaches to reduce tobacco use in all 

populations. Thus the challenge facing the Tobacco-Free Initiative at 

this stage is to identify effective strategies for strengthening tobacco 

control activities at the global level and assisting member states in 

planning, implementing and evaluating national tobacco control 

programmes. 

 

Your meeting today is extremely important. There is more than 

one reason why we should consider this meeting a major milestone 

for the Tobacco Free Initiative. First it provides an opportunity for the 

focal points from all regions to exchange views and participate in 

formulating a plan of work which everyone will participate in 

implementing. It is also a unique occasion to emphasize the 

importance of partnership with other major players involved in 

tobacco control and collaborate closely with them. Here I am very 

pleased to welcome the participation of UNICEF and the US Centers 
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for Disease Control, and their active involvement in the preparation of 

the plan. Thirdly, this meeting will allow a review of the situation in 

all regions and identify achievements as well as constraints. It is 

crucially important to examine the situation in all regions and benefit 

from the successful experiences of and lessons learnt by countries. 

This particularly applies to developing countries which have their 

own problems and different cultural and socioeconomic 

characteristics. These may limit the usefulness of some of the 

strategies adopted by developed countries. Tobacco control is a 

difficult task, requiring a complex combination of strategies, and it is 

for this reason that we should always look for innovative approaches 

that take into consideration the local circumstances, availability of 

resources and social structure, as well as the cultural and religious 

beliefs of the community. 

 

In this respect also, I would like to emphasize the importance of 

integrated planning among all concerned with tobacco control at all 

levels of the Organization. In order to build a stronger and more 

effective tobacco control programme within WHO, it is imperative to 

have close coordination and develop the spirit and practice of team 

work. The Tobacco Free Initiative at headquarters and at regional 

offices, country offices and collaborating centres should work in an 

environment of close harmony in planning, implementing and 

evaluating WHO's technical assistance to national programmes.  

  



 6

Finally, let me reiterate our pleasure in hosting this important 

meeting and wish you a productive and enjoyable stay in Alexandria.  

 


