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Distinguished Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is with the great pleasure that I welcome you to the workshop on the Healthy Cities 

Programme in countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council. I am particularly pleased to 

welcome the representative of AGFUND, and here I will take this opportunity to express 

WHO’s sincere appreciation for the generous support provided by AGFUND to our 

various programmes in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, and particularly for the 

healthy cities initiative in GCC countries. 

 

A city is not merely a collection of buildings and a grid of streets: it is the sum of its 

physical, emotional and social environments. The citizens’ landscape, including history, 

culture, belief, ethnicities, expression, architecture, economic skills, social 

interconnectedness, access to amenities, equity and opportunities, all profoundly 

influence the quality of life of people and hence their health and well-being. The concept 

of a healthy city is based on promoting community resources for health and quality-of-

life development. This is supported and complemented by a well-structured intersectoral 
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collaboration for achieving better health and well-being that is facilitated by the Ministry 

of Health and supported by WHO.  

 

We should look back at our rich history and take courage and inspiration from our 

past. When the Prophet Muhammad, Peace be upon Him, organized the migration to 

Yathrib in 622 AD, the city, which became known as Medinat Al Nabi, was built on the 

concept of a unified community, based on a plurality of tribes, religions and ideas, with 

dispositions for environmental conservation. Together the people of Medina sought to 

fulfil God’s message and achieve an economically and socially self-reliant community. 

This sets for us an example for social justice, tolerance and coexistence in cities.  

 

Countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region have been advocating equitable 

development, as part of their community-based initiatives, as the most potent strategy for 

achieving better health outcomes. In a healthy city we strive to promote a healthy 

physical and socially congenial environment. We endeavour for our communities to 

maintain healthy habits, healthy thoughts and healthy aspirations. Our ultimate goal is 

maintaining healthy lifestyles and better quality of life for all communities. This goal is 

sought not only by promoting environmentally clean, and socially and economically 

stable communities but also by fostering solidarity and alliance between the communities 

and governments.  

 

The main objectives of this workshop are to present your progress reports related to 

the healthy city initiatives, exchange ideas and information between different managers 

and experts of the GCC countries and develop a plan of action for collaboration with 

AGFUND in the coming years. I am pleased that all GCC countries have adopted the 

healthy cities initiative. Al-Bukaria in Saudi Arabia initially served as a pioneer for 

healthy city activities in the GCC countries, followed by similar activities in Kuwait, 

Oman, Bahrain, United Arab Emirates and most recently in Qatar.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

Today, the GCC cities are models for the Region in eradication of communicable 

diseases yet they are facing the new challenge of noncommunicable diseases. Forty-five 

per cent of the disease burden in GCC countries is due to chronic diseases such as 

cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and genetic and respiratory conditions. If left 

unchallenged, the burden will rise to 60% by the year 2020. While ministries of health 

and other concerned institutions should be commended for implementing national 

programmes aimed at reducing traffic accidents, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, obesity 

and smoking, more efforts are still needed. By adopting a healthy cities approach and 

creating community-based organizations and associations, we can bring these 

programmes closer to people. The healthy city process and network can reinforce and 

optimize the efforts of the individual programmes. I wish particularly to emphasize that 

we must support major interventions in matters of nutrition and promotion of physical 

activity among all citizens, particularly among youth and the middle aged, and 

improvement of the physical environment. Our traditions show our generosity at the 

dinner table, but the meals we serve may not be the healthiest way to be hospitable. They 

may result in obesity, elevation of cholesterol and heart problems. By following a healthy 

diet, we can protect our health and the health of our loved ones and friends, while 

maintaining our generous traditions. 

 

To combat lifestyle and behaviour-related health ailments, we need good data. The 

information we gather from the GCC countries must be segregated or aggregated, and 

developed in a uniform fashion. The information must also be disseminated in a timely 

manner. Global experience shows that one of the most effective tools for strengthening 

health in the city is a good, geographically-based health information system. Preparing a 

city health profile is an effective starting point for building such a system and also brings 

various sectors closer together and assists in placing health on the city’s political agenda. 

Therefore, I wish to ask you to pay critical attention to developing a city health profile for 

your cities. The health profile not only serves as a reference document, but it also 

facilitates an active process of dialogue, consultation, cooperation and partnership.  
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In conclusion, I wish to request you also to focus your efforts to strengthen the 

community-based networks that are actively involved in health. Generating local 

resources in the form of ideas, human resources and funds and cementing partnerships 

will allow for sustainability.  

 

I am looking forward with interest to your conclusions and recommendations and 

wish you success in your meeting and a pleasant stay in Cairo. 


