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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to this intercountry workshop on the 

protection and promotion of the health of elderly people in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region, organized by the World Health Organization’s Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean.  

 

His Excellency Mr Sleiman Franjieh, Minister of Public Health of the Government of 

Lebanon, has very graciously consented to host this important workshop, and I take this 

opportunity to express my deep sense of gratitude to him and his excellent staff from the 
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Ministry of Public Health. My thanks also go to colleagues from the several international 

and bilateral organizations who have responded to our invitation and honoured us with 

their presence at this workshop. 

 

Also, I would like to convey my best regards to Dr Mohammad Kamel, the Regional 

Director of the Arab Regional Office of the International Planned Parenthood Federation 

for his personal participation and his generous and active support to this intercountry 

workshop. 

 

This workshop is interdisciplinary in nature and scope. Three different technical units 

of the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean—mental health, nutrition, and 

health for special groups—have collaborated in the organization of the meeting. 

Participants have also been invited from the health, social services and the social welfare 

sectors of the countries of the Region, in order to provide the widest possible inputs to the 

issues to be discussed here. We have invited a number of experts to act as workshop 

facilitators. To all the participants and the facilitators, I extend a warm welcome. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Cultures throughout our history have tried to postpone ageing, prolonging vitality and 

life itself. Medical research has devised useful therapies for disorders that become more 

common with advancing age, such as cancer and cardiovascular problems. And over the 

decades, development in environmental sanitation and drugs that combat infectious 

diseases have continuously contributed to increased life expectancy and fewer premature 

deaths.  

 

As in other parts of the world, this Region has also witnessed an ever-increasing 

proportion of population who are elderly over recent years. This demographic shift has 

brought with it the need to establish special care and services to address the health needs 

as well as the social and economic well-being of the elderly.  
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Recent figures on the present situation with regard to elderly people in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region indicate that the percentage of those who are over 65 in the 

general population is 3.4%. It is steadily approaching the global level projected for 2005 

by the United Nations of 3.6%. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Let me now digress a little and briefly sketch the history of the programme for the 

health care of the elderly in the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean. It was 

initiated through cross-national surveys in five Eastern Mediterranean countries in 1987, 

the purpose of which was to assess the health and social and economic conditions of the 

elderly in these five countries, which had different economic, social and cultural 

backgrounds. The data from the survey were compiled in a report and reviewed at an 

intercountry consultation in 1991. This report clearly indicated the need to establish 

special health and social services for the elderly.  

 

Subsequently, the Regional Office decided to bring the health care of the elderly to 

the attention of the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean during its 38th 

session in 1991. A resolution1 was passed that urged the Member States and WHO to take 

urgent measures to promote and protect the health of the elderly population so that they 

could lead active lives. This resolution created considerable interest and awareness 

among the decision-makers and senior administrators in the health sectors of the Member 

States.  

 

In response to this increased awareness, the Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean, through an intercountry consultation, developed a model national strategy 

that could be adopted or adapted to an individual country’s circumstances. 

Simultaneously, this awareness led to a large number of WHO collaborative programmes 

on the health care of the elderly. The Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean also 

provided various types of technical assistance, of which an important one was 

                                                           
1 EM/RC38/7 
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consultancy services to  countries in organizing national conferences to create public 

awareness.  

 

In 1994, the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean published the Regional 

strategy for health care of the elderly and Health care for the elderly: a manual for 

primary health care workers. It was also realized by the Office that post-menopausal 

females encountered a unique set of physiological and metabolic problems that required 

urgent medical and social attention. The attention of the Member States was drawn to 

these issues.   

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

New information on prolonging life and improving the quality of life has emerged 

over the past few years. One finding is that while elderly people are quite capable of 

taking care of themselves and do not pose a burden on their societies, ageing brings with 

it economic and social dependence, which, in this changing world, necessitates  

government intervention.  

 

The second finding is that the depression and dementia, including Alzheimer disease 

in old age, are more widely prevalent than was previously realized.  

 

The third issue is that exercise or graded organized physical activity can either 

prevent or delay the onset of several metabolic problems of old age. The fourth issue is 

that nutritional supplementation with substances such as growth hormone and 

antioxidants may promote robust longevity.  

 

While several countries in the Region have already taken cognizance of these reports 

and incorporated some of the findings in their national programmes for the elderly 

population, others lag behind. 
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In recognition of these emerging issues and to assess the current situation in the 

countries of the Region, this workshop will review the existing activities aimed at 

promoting physical activities, healthy diet, mental health and sensory well-being (hearing 

and vision) for the elderly in the Eastern Mediterranean Region; review and update the 

Regional strategy for health care of the elderly and Health care for the elderly: a manual 

for primary health care workers; and develop ways of raising the awareness of the 

general public and health professionals regarding the value of physical activities, healthy 

diet, mental health and sensory well-being of the elderly. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Your tasks at this workshop are considerable. But I am sure that you will rise to this 

challenge and accomplish your work successfully. I hope that with your input, the 

Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean will soon be able to publish the revised 

and updated versions of the Regional strategy and Health care for the elderly. Please 

accept my best wishes for a successful workshop. 

 

Thank you. 

 


