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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 
 
  It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the opening of 

the intercountry workshop on health effects of environmental 
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conditions, organized by the World Health Organization in 

collaboration with the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic 

and with the support of AGFUND. 

 

  I would like first to thank the Government of the Syrian Arab 

Republic and especially His Excellency Dr Mohamed Eyad Chatty, 

Minister of Health, for hosting the meeting in Damascus and for 

providing valuable support. I would also like to thank every one of 

you for sparing the time and effort to join us in this workshop. 

Special thanks are also due to AGFUND for providing generous 

financial support. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

  Environmental effects on health are associated with absent or 

inadequate environmental health services, such as water supply, 

sanitation, waste management and shelter; environmental 

degradation, such as pollution of air, water and soil, and food 

contamination; global environmental problems, such as reduction 

of biodiversity and degradation of ecosystems through 

deforestation, global warming, ozone layer depletion and 

contamination by persistent organic chemicals; and industrial 

accidents. 
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 According to a 1997 WHO report entitled Health and 

environment in sustainable development—five years after the 

Earth Summit, 23% of the total disease burden in the world, as 

measured in disability-adjusted life years (DALYs), is directly 

attributable to degraded environment. This proportion is much 

higher among children; two-thirds of all DALYs lost due to 

environmental conditions occur among children from 0 to 14 years 

of age. 

 

 Water is intimately linked to health. Over 2 million people, 

most of them children, die each year of diarrhoeal diseases linked 

to inadequate water supply and hygiene. Another million die of 

malaria. In China alone, 30 million people suffer from chronic 

fluorosis, and 1.5 million are infected with hepatitis A. Improved 

water quality, sanitation and personal hygiene significantly reduce 

the spread of these and many other water-related diseases. Better 

water resources planning and management have a similar 

beneficial impact on the incidence of malaria, schistosomiasis and 

other vector-borne diseases. Safe water, adequate sanitation and 

hygiene education are basic human rights that protect health, 

increase the sense of well-being and improve economic and social 
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productivity. In addition, water-related leisure activities, such as 

water sports, contribute to healthy lifestyles. 

 

 Out of the estimated 3 million deaths due to air pollution 

worldwide each year, 2.8 million are related to indoor exposure 

and 0.2 million to outdoor exposure. In both cases, developing 

countries account for some 90% of deaths. The immediate 

conclusion that may be drawn is that high priority needs to be 

given to improving indoor air quality in both rural and urban areas, 

in developing as well as in industrialized countries. This should 

include strong action to prevent passive inhalation of cigarette 

smoke as well as active smoking. The solution for improving the 

indoor environment lies in raising awareness, making 

improvements in housing, stove design and ventilation and 

bringing about behavioural change. The Eastern Mediterranean 

Region is subject to the  superposition of modern environmental 

health problems, such as hazardous or industrial wastes, with more 

traditional environmental health concerns such as unsatisfactory 

excreta disposal and lack of safe drinking-water. Unfortunately, 

accurate data on health effects of environmental conditions in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region are scarce. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 There is a need for renewed overall health and environment 

strategies, together with national and local strategies to reduce 

adverse health effects of environmental conditions. Such policies 

can be formulated on the basis of a set of principles shared 

between the environment and health sectors.  These principles are 

laid out in the Beirut Declaration on Action for a Healthy 

Environment, adopted by the Second Conference on Health, 

Environment and Development in Beirut, Lebanon, in 1998. Using 

this common set of principles, shared agendas and action plans can 

be formulated around the essential functions of public health and 

environmental management. The health and environment sectors 

must establish an alliance to develop joint activities and 

programmes that would be beneficial for both sectors, including 

determining research needs and carrying out joint research 

activities.  

 

 In order to capture the known linkages between health and 

environmental pollution, a set of environmental health indicators 

must be developed and used for decision-making. However, the 

critical issue is not identifying which indicators are desirable or 

useful but rather ascertaining whether collection of the required 
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data is feasible and whether the reporting system can yield an 

adequate set of reliable data. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

  Environmental health impact assessment, or EHIA, is a 

combination of procedures, methods and tools by which a policy, 

programme or project may be judged as to its potential effects on 

the health of a population, and the distribution of these effects 

within the population. The improvement of the environmental 

health situation requires that environmental health impact 

assessment be an integral part of all new development activities to 

ensure that such activities minimize potential adverse effects on 

health and the environment.  While the use of EHIA has been 

accepted in a few countries, such practices are not yet common in 

many countries. There is a need for raising awareness and 

supporting governments in instituting EHIA procedures as an 

integral part of the development process.  In countries where 

environmental impact assessment is already part of the process, the 

task at hand is to incorporate health considerations therein.   

 

 Experience to date has made it clear that the full participation 

of civil society in finding and implementing appropriate solutions 
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for environmental health issues is an important prerequisite for 

success, especially in difficult circumstances. An informed public 

can be instrumental in influencing policy to bring about 

improvements in health and the environment. When the nature of 

the necessary environmental health activities permits, adequate 

linkages with the ongoing basic development needs (BDN) 

activities need to be established at local level to take advantage of 

the robustness of the BDN approach. By addressing many of the 

determinants of health collectively, the BDN approach 

encompasses a broader perspective than one which focuses 

exclusively on the achievements of health services. In most cases 

basic needs include safe water, shelter and safe food, which are 

also essential ingredients of environmental health. 

 

Yours Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

  The aim of this workshop is to prepare the ground for 

creating a sustainable environmental basis for health for all—that 

is, an environment that promotes health, in which all individuals 

and organizations are aware of their responsibility for health and 

its environmental basis. 
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  It is hoped that this workshop will contribute to the initiation 

of studies on environmental burden of disease at national level in 

countries of the  Region. This will help in documenting and 

highlighting the health effects of environmental conditions and 

their linkages with sustainable development, and in reflecting these 

in national policies and actions.  I am confident that this meeting of 

representatives from countries of the Region will help to solidify 

commitment to achieving these aims. 

 

  Finally, I would like to extend my gratitude to our colleagues 

from WHO headquarters for bringing their support and knowledge 

to this workshop. 

 

  May God bless your endeavours. 

 


