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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my pleasure to welcome you to the beautiful country of Oman and to the Advanced 

Regional Training Programme in Bioinformatics. I would like to first of all thank Dr Saud Al-

Riyami, President, Sultan Qaboos University, for graciously accepting to host this training 

programme in Oman. We are also grateful to His Excellency Dr Ali Bin Mohammad Bin 

Moosa, Minister of Health, Oman, for kindly agreeing to the proposal of the World Health 

Organization Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean to organize this important 

training programme here in Oman. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The importance of genomics, bioinformatics and data mining in health research is today 

widely recognized, as high-throughput laboratory methods for assessing sequences, gene and 

protein expression, and protein structure have vastly increased the amount of data generated. 

These recent scientific breakthroughs force us to revise our health research strategies in 
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relation to other neighbouring fields, such as life sciences, drug designing, food sciences, 

environmental sciences, etc., all important areas with which health research needs to have 

collaborative links.  

The emerging influences of bioinformatics on health research have been the subject of 

discussion in several regional level policy meetings in the past few years. The development of 

genomics and biotechnology for public health in general and bioinformatics in particular, was 

underscored as a regional policy direction at the meeting on genomics and public health 

policy in Oman in 2003 and reiterated in the 51st Session of the Regional Committee for the 

Eastern Mediterranean. An Eastern Mediterranean Health Genomics and Biotechnology 

Network was established as a result of the consultation on establishing a regional 

biotechnology network in the Islamic Republic of Iran in 2004. The Regional Office and the 

Organization of Islamic Conference Standing Committee for Science and Technological 

Cooperation (COMSTECH) has established a joint grant to support research in countries of 

the Region, and bioinformatics is one of the priority areas of research for this grant. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The pharmaceutical industry has embraced genomics as a source of drug targets. It also 

recognizes that the field of bioinformatics is crucial for validating these potential drug targets 

and for determining which ones are the most suitable for entering the drug development 

pipeline. All marketed drugs today target only about 500 gene products. The elucidation of 

the human genome, which has an estimated 30 000 to 40 000 genes, presents immense new 

opportunities for drug discovery and simultaneously creates a potential bottleneck regarding 

the choice of targets to support the drug discovery pipeline. The major advances in genomics 

and sequencing mean that finding an attractive target is no longer a problem, but finding the 

targets that are most likely to succeed has become the challenge. The focus of bioinformatics 

in the drug discovery process has therefore shifted from target identification to target 

validation. An example of the application of bioinformatics in new therapeutic advances is the 

development of a novel designer targeted drug for chronic myeloid leukaemia. The ability to 

identify and target specific genetic markers by using bioinformatic tools facilitated the 

discovery of this drug. Another remarkable example is the antimalarial drug, fosmidomycin. 

The path from laboratory investigation to the initial clinical trials of fosmidomycin was 

completed in less than 2 years with bioinformatics tools and the availability of fundamental 

genomic knowledge in the public domain.  
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The need for new developments in the field of diagnostics, target validation of drugs and 

biotechnology as a whole make it necessary that countries and institutes cooperate across 

geographical boundaries, as partnership through distributed technology, opportunities and 

knowledge must be developed. Indeed, such new developments and insights will come about 

through a creative and large-scale cooperative analysis, which is currently hampered by 

insufficient computing power, software, optimized algorithms and human resources. A small- 

scale study conducted by the Regional Office on health-related regional institutes of genomics 

and biotechnology revealed that 40% of institutes in the Region are involved, one way or 

another, in activities related to bioinformatics. The research interests of these institutes 

include microarray analysis, proteomics, phylogeny, database design etc. However, trained 

personnel in bioinformatics are crucial to these fields for development of technologies for 

rapid detection, identification and remediation of diseases. Besides, the focus of bioinformatic 

research in our Region needs be directed to target validation of potential drugs needed for 

prevailing infectious diseases. 

Moreover, it has also been observed that bioinformatics and computational biology are 

disciplines where scientists in developing countries can more effectively contribute to the 

world scene, as computer hardware is less demanding across many applications. But critical 

mass and interaction between groups is certainly a bonus, alongside creativity and insight. 

Thus, in my opinion the organization of regional networks for bioinformatics will be highly 

beneficial. However, improvements to research capacity through training, sustained funding 

and collaborative projects, i.e. capacity strengthening, are urgently needed in the different 

fields and specialties, and interfaces should be established between disciplines supporting 

bioinformatics. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The goal of this training programme is to prepare and encourage health researchers in the 

WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region to take on the numerous challenges that bioinformatics 

offers. The programme features valuable talks and practical training from noted experts in the 

field, and the latest computational techniques in bioinformatics. I would like to thank the 

participants who have traveled here to take part in this important training programme. I would 

also take this opportunity to express my thanks, appreciation and gratitude to the facilitators 

of the workshop. I hope the training and ensuing discussions and deliberations will be fruitful, 

and carry the health research efforts of the Region forward. Finally, I would like to stress that 
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we in our Region need to develop a programme-driven strategy that leverages information 

technology and biomedical sciences in ways that create competitive advantage for the 

Member States as they pursue national and international funding resources needed to establish 

excellence in bioinformatics. I hope that the facilitators and participants of this training 

programme will also find some time from their very busy schedule to prepare 

recommendations for developing such strategies for the Region. 

 

 


