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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

  

I am very pleased to welcome you to the second intercountry 

meeting of national coordinators for laboratory containment of 

polioviruses and potentially infectious materials. I would like to thank 

the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic for hosting the meeting 

and extending all support and facilities necessary to ensure its 

success. 
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I am confident you are all aware that the global achievements in 

polio eradication are the fruitful outcome of strong national and 

international political will, true public–private partnership, effective 

community mobilization efforts, targeted immunization strategies, 

aggressive disease surveillance and real-time laboratory science, all 

dedicated to the common goal of polio eradication. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

Progress in polio eradication continues to be achieved in the 

WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region. It is very encouraging to note 

that no indigenous wild poliovirus cases have been detected for more 

than two years in 18 of the 23 countries of the Region. In another two 

countries, Egypt and Sudan, no viruses have been detected in 2002. 

Cases of polio due to wild poliovirus are being identified in only three 

countries; one of them, namely Pakistan, shows high intensity 

transmission, and the other two, Afghanistan and Somalia, show low 

intensity transmission. 

 

Extensive global efforts are currently under way to interrupt 

poliovirus transmission in the remaining endemic countries of the 

world. Yet, in moving through the last phase of the eradication 

process, it is essential to guard against potential threats to these 

achievements. The most important post-eradication threat is from 

accidental release of the wild virus from laboratory stocks. Although 

the risk of inadvertently transmitting paralytic poliovirus from the 
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laboratory to the community is small, it can be prevented through 

proper laboratory containment of polioviruses, a goal which is 

practical and attainable. 

 

It is important to note here that the challenge of laboratory 

containment of wild poliovirus outweighs that faced in containing the 

smallpox virus, especially as the number of laboratories and variety of 

materials in which wild polioviruses may be present are much larger 

than for smallpox viruses. The formidable logistics of identifying and 

containing, or preferably disposing of, such materials has prompted 

some experts to indicate that it may be easier to eradicate wild 

poliovirus in nature than to contain it in the laboratories of the world. 

The former can be verified, while the latter cannot be verified easily. 

 

The objectives of this meeting are to assess and enhance the 

regional progress in the implementation of poliovirus containment 

plans, and to identify problems encountered and outline potential 

solutions. 

  

Dear Colleagues, 

  

As national coordinators for laboratory containment of wild 

polioviruses and potentially infectious materials, you play a critical 

role in the poliomyelitis eradication programme. The task of 

surveying all biomedical laboratories within each country in the 

Region and developing inventories of all infectious or potentially 
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infectious poliovirus materials stored in the identified laboratories is 

an enormous one, and one that must be done and documented before 

the Region can be certified as poliomyelitis free. 

 

Kindly share your experience, and be frank about the challenges 

that you have encountered or expect to encounter, so that strategies 

can be developed and tailored to the local situations, and resources 

can be mobilized to support you in your efforts. 

  

I wish you success in your deliberations and look forward to the 

outcome of this meeting. 


