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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the opening of this first meeting of the 

Regional Advisory Committee for Health and Environment. I would like first to thank all 

experts for agreeing to to be members of this Advisory Committee and all of you for sparing 

the time and effort to come and participate in this important consultation. 

It has been estimated that environmental factors account for 19% to 25% of the total 

avoidable disease burden in the world. Because of reduced availability and degraded quality 

of water, inadequate sanitation and lack of hygiene, around 2.2 million people in the world die 

every year. Most of these deaths occur among children and the poor. Similarly, out of the 

estimated 3 million deaths worldwide due to air pollution each year, developing countries 

account for some 90% of deaths [check].  
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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Accurate data on the health impact of environmental factors in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region are scarce, a fact which has limited the role of the health sector in promoting effective 

corrective measures to reduce this impact. It is clear, however, that populations in the Region 

continue to be exposed to traditional environmental health risks, such as diarrhoeal diseases in 

infants due to lack of water and unsanitary conditions, and acute respiratory infections in 

children and women due to indoor air pollution caused by the use of solid biomass as fuel. At 

the same time, these populations are increasingly exposed to modern environmental risks. Air 

pollution, principally due to traffic emissions, is a source of concern in large cities. Large 

quantities of unwanted and obsolete pesticides and other chemicals are accumulating in some 

Member States, and proper chemical management has been implemented in only a few 

countries. Solid and hazardous waste disposal is unsatisfactory, particularly in secondary 

cities. There are also risks to future generations due to unsustainable consumption and 

production patterns, such as unwise and wasteful use of scarce water resources. 

The environmental health deficit in the Region is quite evident from the sad fact that 

around 17% of the population in the Region do not have access to an improved water source 

and 38% lack access to improved sanitation. The majority of these underserved populations 

reside in rural areas. It is estimated that 270 000 people died in the Region in 2000 from 

unsafe water and poor sanitation and hygiene. The World Bank has estimated cost of damage 

to health and quality of life due to environmental degradation at 1.8% to 3.4% of GDP in 5 

countries of the Region. These ratios must be seen against a total expenditure on health in 

these countries that is not much higher. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Although some practical initiatives have been undertaken and innovative solutions 

implemented in many countries, these efforts must be sustained and amplified, as the 

situation remains far from satisfactory. Active cooperation among the countries of the 

Region is a necessary ingredient for improving environmental health. A good start has been 

made through interministerial meetings on health and environment, which have served to 

strengthen cooperation between the health and environment sectors and have given impetus 

to new country initiatives. There is a need for renewed overall health and environment 
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strategies, together with national and local strategies to reduce adverse health effects of 

environmental conditions.  

The health and environment sectors must develop joint activities and programmes 

beneficial for both sectors and build stronger partnerships with other sectors for successful 

reduction of health threats arising from poor environmental conditions, especially since so 

many of the necessary actions must come from different sectors (i.e. energy, public works), 

and indeed from society as a whole. WHO can support these efforts though building 

capacity in assessment of and response to links between health and environment; advising 

on suitable technologies for safe water supply, sanitation, waste management and water 

conservation; and establishing regional forums for further discussion and exchange of 

experiences. The regional Centre for Environmental Health Activities, known as CEHA, 

was established in 1985 to address environmental health as one of the main determinants of 

health. With 20 years of existence as the technical arm and information exchange unit of 

EMRO’s environmental health programme, CEHA has played a key and crucial role in 

addressing the burden of environmental risks to health and quality of life though providing 

technical support to strengthen national capacities and programmes in the Region.  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

In 2002, the WHO Regional Committee for the Regional Eastern Mediterranean 

discussed the health effects of environmental conditions and adopted a resolution that called 

for, inter alia, for establishing a Regional Advisory Committee for Health and Environment. 

The objectives of the first meeting of this Regional Advisory Committee are to: 

• set the terms of work of this important forum; 

• initiate the development of a renewed regional strategy for healthy environments for all in 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region; 

• discuss and amend a draft regional plan of action for healthy environments for children in 

the Region; and 

• discuss the draft Regional Charter on Healthy Environments for Children. 

 

It is timely that the first substantive subject to be examined by the Committee is related to 

ensuring healthy environments for children, a matter of growing concern in the Region. 

Indeed, over 5 million children up to the age 14 years worldwide die each year because of 
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unhealthy environments. Up to 40% of the global burden of disease attributable to 

environmental factors is estimated to fall on children under the age of 5 years, who account 

for only about 12% of the world’s population. Children constitute about 50% of the 

population in our region, a region where there is increasing concern about the effects on 

children’s health of the deterioration and contamination of the environment in the places 

where children live, learn, play and sometimes work. In fact, respiratory infections, diarrhoeal 

diseases, injuries and malaria, all of which are directly attributable to environmental 

conditions, account for more than 43% of mortality among children under the age of 5 in the 

Region. In 2002, the Regional Office and CEHA launched the children’s environmental 

health initiative within the Region as part of the Global Healthy Environments for Children 

Alliance, highlighted during the World Summit on Sustainable Development. The Regional 

Committee at its 50th Session in 2003 called on Member States to develop and implement 

strategies that will result in increased support from donors and involvement of communities 

and nongovernmental organizations to ensure safer environments for children. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I am confident that the deliberations of this group of fine experts will lead to a 

fruitful outcome.  

May God bless our endeavour.  

  

 


