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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the First Meeting of the Regional Technical 

Advisory Group for Poliomyelitis Eradication. I would like to thank the Government of the Syrian 

Arab Republic for hosting this meeting and for providing such excellent support and facilities. My 

thanks and deep appreciation are due to His Excellency Dr Mohamed Eyad Chatty, Minister of 

Health, for his interest and support and for honouring us with his presence in this session. I wish to 

express special thanks and appreciation to the distinguished members of the Technical Advisory 

Group (TAG), for their agreement to serve on this group and give us of their time and experience, 

which I am confident, will be of great help to the programme. I wish also to welcome and extend 

 

  



 2

my thanks to representatives of various partner agencies for making the effort to come and for their 

continued interest, commitment and support to poliomyelitis eradication activities. I wish 

specifically to acknowledge the presence of representatives of UNICEF and the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC), Atlanta. My thanks go also to WHO/headquarters colleagues and 

national field officers participating in this meeting. 

Dear Colleagues, 

It is gratifying to note the important achievements that have been made towards the goal of 

polio eradication in the Region. In 2002, the number of confirmed polio cases decreased to 110, 

which is the lowest number ever reported in any year. These cases were reported mainly from 

Pakistan with 90 cases, 10 cases from Afghanistan, 7 from Egypt and 3 from Somalia. So far in 

2003, the number of cases reported from Pakistan amounted to 34 cases and only one case occurred 

in Afghanistan.  

These cases were reported by very sensitive surveillance systems reaching global standards. 

Overall, the surveillance system shows that the regional non-polio AFP rate is 2.26 per 100 000 

children under 15 and adequate stools were collected from 88% of AFP cases. I am pleased to note 

that this high quality surveillance is seen across all countries of the Region.  

Supplementary immunization activities (SIA) have been greatly intensified in both endemic 

and recently polio-free countries. All of these countries are conducting more than two NID rounds 

each year. These campaigns are characterized by detailed micro-planning, multisectoral 

involvement, intensified supervision, greater focus on high-risk areas and, most important, house-

to-house vaccine delivery.   

Dear Colleagues, 

Not withstanding the achievements we have made, the most difficult and critical phase lies 

ahead and many challenges still exist. It is crucial to maintain the political support and commitment 

in the endemic countries in order to avoid fatigue, ensure quality and finish the job as soon as 

possible, while in polio-free countries continued political support is highly needed in order to 

consolidate the achievements until certification of eradication is realized. We have, also, to ensure 
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access to all children especially those residing in insecure areas and in countries affected by war. 

Securing the required financial support for implementation of high quality activities is another 

major challenge facing the programme. All the progress achieved in the Region and the unique 

collaboration of different partners make me confident that all the challenges will be overcome and 

that poliomyelitis eradication from the Region will be achieved very soon.  

Dear Colleagues, 

I am pleased to tell you that we have established Technical Advisory Groups (TAG) for the 

priority countries. These groups regularly review the epidemiological situation and national plans 

and provide technical advice and guidance for the national programmes, particularly regarding 

enhancing SIA and surveillance improvement.   

However, as the polio eradication initiative moves into its final phase and as the Region 

approaches certification, it is anticipated that several technical issues will arise. That is why I 

decided, in line with the views of the Regional Certification Commission, to establish this Regional 

Technical Advisory Group, in order to provide the leadership for polio eradication activities in the 

remaining polio endemic countries and in order to obtain the best advice on issues such as 

laboratory containment of wild poliovirus and post-certification immunization policy for polio.  

Dear Colleagues, 

Once again, I wish to express my sincere gratitude to all of you for sparing the time to 

participate in this important meeting and for your efforts in support of regional polio eradication 

activities. I am sure that your meeting will be a fruitful one, with constructive deliberations, and I 

look forward to your recommendations and wish you a pleasant stay in Damascus.  

May God crown our collaborative efforts with his blessings. 


