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Your Excellency, Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to this Eighth Intercountry Meeting of Directors 

of Poliovirus Laboratories in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. I would like to thank the 

Government of Morocco for hosting this meeting, and to express my deep gratitude to His 

Excellency Dr Mohamed Cheikh Biadillah, Minister of Health, for his kind agreement to 

inaugurate the meeting.  

  

I wish to welcome participants from the laboratory network whose work has been instrumental 

in sustaining surveillance quality in the Region. I wish also to acknowledge, with thanks and 

appreciation, the participation of partner agencies and collaborators, and their continued support to 

the regional polio laboratory network, specifically the United States Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC), Atlanta, the National Institute for Public Health and Environment of the 

Netherlands, the Finnish Public Health Laboratory (KTL), the National Institute for Biological 

Standards and Control, England and Kenya Medical Research Institute (KEMRI). I wish also to 

welcome colleagues from WHO headquarters, Geneva.  
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Dear Colleagues, 

 

 Globally, the polio eradication programme has made great progress towards interruption 

of poliovirus transmission and the time has come to end poliomyelitis. By the end of 2003, in 

the presence of a certification standard quality surveillance system, the number of polio-

endemic countries decreased to six, and the reported number of poliomyelitis cases had fallen 

to less than 800 cases, which were mainly reported from Nigeria, Pakistan and India. 

 

In the Eastern Mediterranean Region considerable achievements have been made towards 

the goal of poliomyelitis eradication. Large parts of the Region have now become 

poliomyelitis-free and 18 of the 22 countries have been free of poliomyelitis for more than 3 

years, in addition to Somalia which has been free for more than 2 years. In 2004, to date, wild 

polioviruses have been detected in Pakistan, Afghanistan and Egypt. In addition an 

importation was reported from Sudan. The number of cases and affected districts within 

polio-infected countries are less, compared with this time in 2003. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

We are all aware of the very important role of the polio laboratories network in the 

poliomyelitis eradication programme. I am pleased to say that polio laboratories have played their 

role with commitment, hard work and responsibility. I am confident that they will sustain this high 

quality standard of work and build on it more and more, ensuring regular meetings and rapid 

exchange of information with the surveillance staff in planning, especially, for emergency 

situations such as importation of wild polioviruses in polio-free countries. I urge you to sound even 

a “false alarm”, if any poliovirus is isolated from a “hot case”; or if preliminary tests suggest an 

isolate is wild or a circulating vaccine-derived poliovirus (cVDPV). The value of an early report, 

even though preliminary, more than justifies the risk of making the occasional mistake, because 

prompt evidence of wild poliovirus transmission is crucial at this stage of the initiative to 

decisively interrupt the last remaining chains of virus transmission. 
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Dear Colleagues, 

 

I am pleased to note the high quality and standard of the regional laboratory network, and 

particularly the providing of results in a timely manner. I have however noted with concern that 

timely transport of stool specimens to the laboratory needs improvement and I look forward to 

resolving this delay by the surveillance units. 

 

The support of CDC and KTL in providing the sequencing results and analyses in a very short 

period of time, and also for providing training in molecular techniques to the scientists of the 

Region is highly appreciated and is proving instrumental in planning and targeting proper 

response.  

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

I look forward to your recommendations on ways and means to further strengthen laboratory 

performance and thank you for your work and commitment to the poliomyelitis eradication 

programme. It remains for me to wish you all success in your deliberations and a pleasant stay in 

Casablanca. 


