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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this global meeting of Informatics Focal 

Points (the Informatics Management Coordination Committee) which is being held for the 

second time in the Regional Office. The previous meeting was being held in Alexandria over 

15 years ago. While we welcome and fully support this mechanism for coordination among 

WHO offices in the area of information and telecommunication we believe that serious effort 

must be made by all parties to achieve real coordination. Lack of coordination results in 

waste of resources, duplication of effort, false and unhealthy competition between offices and 

consequently reduces the competitive advantage of the Organization as a whole. Technical 

and non-profit making organizations like WHO and other UN agencies strive not only to 
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achieve results in a most cost-effective way, but also to ensure that the knowledge base that 

has been built will benefit its own staff and the citizens of the world everywhere and at all 

times. An organization like WHO is a knowledge-based organization. Its real assets are the 

people who work for it. The value of its people is what they know and how they put this 

knowledge into action and practice. Increasingly, the ability of an organization to compete is 

based on its ability to learn or ability to manage its knowledge and make use of it every time 

a new challenge is faced. The health care sector, which WHO is part of in some way, is 

increasingly becoming an information-driven service, and information is a major resource 

crucial to the health of individual citizens, the population in general, and to the success of any 

organization. Our definition and scope of information cover all types of information: 

administrative, management, technical, financial, statistical, factual, graphical, pictorial, 

video and audio. We believe that each staff member in WHO and each citizen in Member 

States has a health information need that must be fulfilled to be able to play his/her role in an 

efficient manner. Making that information available and accessible is the task of information 

managers, who utilize the tools and technologies made for this purpose. 

Dear Colleagues, 

Let us ask ourselves: what is the ultimate goal of introducing a computer-based 

information system in an organization? Evidence has shown that durable productivity gains 

have been greatest in institutions in which information and communication technology (ICT) 

use has been greatest. Of course there is a strong argument that the interest of organizations is 

information and not information technology. A balance must be struck and therefore, when 

building information systems and putting ICT infrastructure in place, it is vital to formulate 

and implement an organizational strategy in knowledge management also. It is recognized 

that ICT provides the best means to capture, process, access and disseminate greater amounts 

of information than ever before, but this remains an almost meaningless activity without the 

processes of knowledge management to translate data and information into relevant 

knowledge, and translate this knowledge into action. For that reason we fully support the 

move by the Director-General to formulate a knowledge management organizational strategy 

which will not only give meaning to our ICT investment, but also, and more important, set 

the direction for WHO knowledge production, dissemination and use. 
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This relationship between organizational structure, knowledge management and ICT 

is a complicated one. As organizations need to process more information in the Information 

Society, than ever before, so they must increase their information processing capability, and 

ICT is the number one way to do this. A decentralized organizational structure such as that of 

WHO where we have headquarters, six regional offices and over 140 country offices, ICT 

becomes critical. There is no other way to network all these organizational elements and to 

ensure free, timely and quality information flow without proper investment in ICT. To 

decentralize and move authority and resources to the field, appropriate ICT infrastructure 

must be in place. Here, we are not talking about internet access and e-mail, although essential 

and important, but we are talking about global systems installed for or equally accessible by 

every single staff member in the Organization. Failure to make these infrastructures available 

is a recipe for organizational failure.  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

The Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean has adopted an integrated 

approach to knowledge management, based on three inter-related facets: 

1. Information management, which covers activities designed to manage information 

and information resources, including acquisition, processing, storage and 

dissemination of all types of information. Effective information management is how 

people use information, not machines; 

2. Information technology which is computer hardware and software; voice, data, 

network, satellite and other telecommunications technologies; and multimedia and 

application development tools. These technologies are used for the input, storage, 

processing, and communication of data. 

3. Information culture  which is part of the organizational environment and describes 

the information literacy and skills, information flow, the information communication, 

knowledge creation, information channels, use of information and communication 

technologies, attitudes to information sharing and networking, etc. 
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To put the above approach into practice, the Regional Office has been implementing a 

blend of activities relating to each of the above facets. Before we purchase equipment or 

develop software, we ask the question “what information; which format; for what purpose; 

for whom and when?” We believe that more data processing equipment does not necessarily 

mean better information or knowledge management. But we also believe that efficient, 

reliable, timely and high quality data processing can be enabled by appropriate information 

technology. Building the information culture is a prerequisite for efficient information 

management. Systems, tools, equipment and software without the proper level of human 

interaction would be waste of resources. Staff training and training of nationals on health 

informatics has been a priority for the Regional Office. Training on ICT has been provided at 

the level of the Regional Office, the country offices and to nationals, using all types of 

training opportunities. 

The Regional Office has taken the following strategic directions in the past few years 

to: 

1. Place information management and information technology under one administrative 

structure. This has resulted in complete alignment of information activities with 

information technology. At the same time more efficient and cost-effective 

management of resources, better communication between the ICT services staff and 

the users of ICT resources and more relevant information services have been 

achieved; 

2. Provide ICT support to technical programmes on a priority basis. ICT has been 

employed to manage technical information, language services, health statistics, 

geographic information and databases of scientific na ture to respond to the 

information needs of the technical and scientific community at the Regional Office 

and in field offices; 

3. Extend our ICT services and support to Member States. Member States look to us as 

an example to follow to introduce and rationally use ICT resources. Our assistance to 

Member States to develop their health information systems; telemedicine 
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programmes; e-health projects; electronic publishing; internet connectivity and human 

resources development have made our collaboration with the countries more relevant 

and responsive to their needs. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Experience has shown that many of the recommendations of these meetings have 

been never put into implementation. Or according to the most optimistic scenario, the 

implementation of these recommendations has been voluntary. I think it is high time to 

change the way we view the meeting of this very important coordination committee. I believe 

that having discussed issues in a professional manner, the conclusions and recommendations 

reached should be binding on all offices. Of course there are specific requirements and needs 

for individual offices, but what we have in common is much more than the differences. 

Looking at your agenda, I am confident that you will reach agreement and common 

understanding on many of the issues that have long term impact. Software licensing, staffing, 

software development, data security, telecommunication services and hardware purchase 

consume major parts of our budget. I am sure if these activities are undertaken in a collective 

manner, there will be considerable savings, cost containment and greater efficiency.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

As Regional Director, and I am sure I speak here for all the Regional Directors and 

the Director-General as well, I look forward to seeing the results of your deliberations on the 

many issues which will be raised during this meeting, and consequently to your 

recommendations and future plans of action, which will help us in better placing ICT in our 

structure and better and more informed decisions related to future investments and funding 

for ICT.  

Finally, I wish you a pleasant stay in Cairo during this holy month of Ramadan. 

Thank you.  


