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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is my great pleasure to welcome you to this intercountry meeting to review 

national nutrition plans and activities in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, here in 

Damascus, Syrian Arab Republic.  

 
At the outset I would like to express my deep sense of gratitude to His 

Excellency Dr Mohamed Eyad Chatty, the Minister of Health of the Syrian Arab 

Republic, for hosting this meeting and for allowing us the opportunity to gather 

together in this historic and ever-vibrant city. The Regional Office has enjoyed great 

support and collaboration from His Excellency and his staff at the Ministry of Health 
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and it is my ardent wish that we continue to maintain this active and fruitful 

partnership over the years to come. 

 

To all the participants, I extend a warm welcome to the intercountry meeting. I 

am, as ever, indebted to you for your presence at the workshop, knowing the busy 

schedule and the heavy responsibility from which you have detached yourself to be 

present at this meeting. It is only through the active participation of the Member States 

that we are able to achieve what we strive for. I also welcome representatives from 

international agencies to this meeting and I hope to receive your usual rich and 

extensive contribution to the deliberations of the meeting.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 Since the International Conference on Nutrition (ICN) and the adoption of 

the World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition, in December 1992, significant 

progress in health, nutrition and quality of life have been achieved in several Member 

countries. While we may take pride in these impressive achievements, concurrent 

economic constraints, political conflicts and general lack of interest in nutritional 

issues have exacerbated the nutrition situation in other countries of the Region.    

 

 Let me give you an idea of the challenges that lie ahead of us.  There are 

about 24 million children under five years of age who are stunted, and another 5.2 

million from the same age group who are wasted, in the countries of the Region. We 

may also expect severe, acute protein–energy malnutrition to be common in countries 

that are encountering complex emergencies or economic and political sanctions.  

 

 Micronutrient deficiencies—iodine, vitamin A, folate, zinc, vitamin D and 

iron—are widely prevalent in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. To control and 

eliminate vitamin A deficiency, improvement in dietary intake of vitamin A and its 

precursors and distribution of high doses of vitamin A supplements as part of the 

national immunization days, will be necessary. Between 25% and 33% of women of 
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reproductive age and children under the age of five years are anaemic, primarily due 

to iron deficiency. Control and treatment of anaemia, particularly iron deficiency, is 

essential and possible.  

 

Nutrition problems arising from inadequacy in food intake or food availability 

go hand in hand with overindulgence in food in several Member countries of the 

Region. Economic prosperity and changes in lifestyle have brought about changes in 

food consumption patterns and accessibility to commercially processed foods, all 

contributing to increase in the prevalence of obesity in several countries, sometimes 

reaching as high as 40% among the adult population. Noncommunicable diseases, 

such as diabetes, hypertension and cardiac problems, are also on the increase in these 

countries. Evidence is gradually emerging that obesity and noncommunicable diseases 

are not only confined to the upper strata of society as we are often led to believe, but 

are also very much a problem for those from the poorer sections of society.  

 

The World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition, adopted at the 

International Conference on Nutrition, has proven to be an important instrument for 

promoting action by countries and the international community. The goals and the 

nine strategies delineated in the World Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition 

provide a framework and guidelines for countries to develop and strengthen their 

national plans for promoting the nutritional well-being of their populations.  

 

The World Declaration continues to be relevant, emphasizing as it does the 

unacceptability of malnutrition and the need for all governments to eliminate hunger 

and reduce malnutrition significantly. The declaration established poverty and lack of 

education as fundamental causes of poor nutrition. It identified social, economic and 

gender disparities, wars, occupations, droughts and other natural calamities as major 

contributors to malnutrition of the population. 

 

 



 4

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

It is within our reach to eradicate hunger and malnutrition. The most basic  

humanitarian crisis, that of hunger and malnutrition, cannot be allowed to persist. The 

strong social, economic and political commitment made by Member countries at the 

ICN, and the well conceived policies and concerted actions at national and 

international levels, can all have a dramatic impact on the nutrition problems 

encountered in our lands. We have also witnessed that several of our Member States, 

including those with inadequate resources, have adopted and taken measures to 

strengthen food, nutrition, agriculture, education and health and family welfare 

programmes, all to dramatically reduce hunger and malnutrition. The control and 

prevention of iodine deficiency disorders (IDD) is a good example of such measures. 

From the time IDD was reported as a public health problem in the Region, Member 

States have worked hard to battle this problem. Seventeen countries have now adopted 

control of IDD through the iodization of salt, and universal salt iodization has been 

achieved in seven countries.   

 

This meeting, enriched with your participation and your varied experiences, 

will review the overall progress, successes and constraints of countries in the Region 

in developing, implementing and monitoring national nutrition plans and policies, 

according to strategies adopted at the WHO/FAO International Conference on 

Nutrition in 1992. Through this process, the national nutrition plans will be updated 

and new ones will be established where these do not exist, and activities to be 

undertaken over the next three years will be prioritized. The challenge now is to build 

upon and accelerate the progress already made.  

 

I wish you all success in your work.  

 

 


