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Distinguished guests, dear colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, 

 
It is with great pleasure that I welcome you again to the biennial meeting of directors of 

public health laboratories in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, especially so that this year we are 

launching two new projects in collaboration with WHO headquarters: one on antimicrobial 

resistance surveillance, containment and control (AMRS), and the other on external quality 

assessment schemes in microbiology (EQAS-Microbiology). 

 

In relation to antimicrobial resistance surveillance, all available evidence points to a marked 

increase in drug resistance among micro-organisms, in parallel with expansion in the use of 

antimicrobial drugs. Particularly difficult clinical management problems are now posed by 
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certain bacterial species which have the ability to acquire resistance to the majority of and, 

possibly all, available antimicrobial agents. 

 

One quarter to a third of the estimated 54 million global deaths which occurred in 1998 

were related to infectious diseases and new and re-emerging infections will pose a rising global 

health threat over the next 20 years. The prognostic scenario deemed most likely to occur by 

researchers, is labelled “deterioration, then limited improvement”. 

 

The subject of resistance to antimicrobial agents is considered a top priority in WHO  in 

regard to emerging and re-emerging diseases and drug-resistant pathogens. Although most 

Member States have focal points for surveillance of resistance against antimicrobial agents, many 

have unreliable protocols, with countries not correctly using WHO treatment guidelines. 

Antibiotics can still be obtained from pharmacies without a medical prescription, and are often 

either prescribed for patients by pharmacists, or by patients themselves independently. 

 

This unawareness of the dangers of inappropriate use of antibiotics, and laxity in 

implementing standardization in the use of antibiotics, has led not only to the emergence and re-

emergence of drug-resistant diseases, but also to very high costs of therapy, with primary, and 

sometimes secondary, lines of treatment failing. This, with the lag in development of new 

antibiotics, the rise of megacities with severe health care deficiencies, environmental degradation, 

and the growing ease and frequency of cross-border movements of people and produce, have 

greatly facilitated the spread of infectious diseases. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

In October 2002 the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean discussed this 

pressing problem and came up with a resolution to take prompt action to reduce the overall use of 

antimicrobials in a balanced way in both human and veterinary medicine.  This should involve 

improved disease preventive measures, elimination of unnecessary and improper use of 

antimicrobials, and more effective use of the antimicrobials presently available, based on more 

precise diagnosis of infectious agents, and on monitoring of antimicrobial resistance and control 
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of antimicrobial usage.  Although WHO provides Member States with drugs at low cost through 

bulk procurement, countries should also be actively involved in the World Trade Organization 

agreements, in particular the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 

(TRIPS), to improve access to medicus at affordable cost. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

The second very important project we are launching in this meeting is external quality 

assessment schemes (EQAS) in microbiology.  The EQA programme promises to reinforce and 

build upon all of the other activities resulting from the laboratory-strengthening strategy.  

Utilizing the professional linkages developed through meetings, reinforcing supplies and training 

for standard methods, and benefiting from the electronic communication networks, the EQA 

programme will provide evidence-based indicators for strengthening laboratories in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. The data can reveal both common problems and the needs of participating 

laboratories. Reference laboratories can advise central public health laboratories on the most 

significant needs of participating laboratories for correcting deficiencies and for maintaining 

proficiency in each of the EQA areas. The project plans to undertake culture/sensitivity testing, 

microbiology serology and molecular biology. 

 

I wish you success in your deliberations on these two extremely important projects. I extend 

special thanks for the collaboration from headquarters colleagues and I look forward to seeing the 

positive results and outcome of this meeting. 

 

I hope you have enough time to enjoy some of beautiful Cairo in the midst of your hard 

work, and again welcome you to EMRO. 

 


