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1. INTRODUCTION 

Biomedical research is defined as systematic investigations aimed 
at developing new knowledge in biology, medicine, public health and 
related activities. This includes the entire research spectrum, ranging 
from fundamental laboratory research to the application of results in 
the field, i.e. research in health services development and delivery 
(for example, operational research in this field), research on environ
mental problems, health professional education methodology. sanitary 
engineering. epidemiology and related fields. 

It is noteworthY that those who drew up the Constitution of WHO 
considered that research should be an important element of WHO's programme. 
Article 2(n) states that one of the functions of the Organization should 
be to promote and conduct research in the field of health. l Indeed. 
much of the Organization's technical ability to meet the current and 
future health needs of Member states in an ever changing world depends 
upon research. That Member States appreciated the importance of research 
was supported by the fact that as early as 1949 the World Health Assembly 
adopted a resolution which established the guiding principles for the 
promotion and conduct of research. 2 Other resolutions on biomedical 
research adopted by the World Health Assembly include WHA7.52. WHAll.35. 

1 
Basic Documents. 1975. 25th ed •• page 3. 

2 
See resolution WHA2.19. Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions of 

the World Health Assembly and the Executive Board, Vol. I, 1948-1972, 
page 23. 
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1 2 WHA12.l7, WHA13.64, WHA15.52, WHA17.36, WHA25.60, WHA27.52, WHA27.6l, 
and EB55.R35. 3 One of the more significant resolutions is WHA25.60 which, 
while reoonfirming previous resolutions on researoh of the World Health 
Assembly, stressed the importanoe of biomedioal research for the solution 
of practical problems for the economically developed and developing 
countries alike and considered it necessary to intensify WHO activities 
in the field of biomedical research, partioularly in regard to the develop
ment of its long-term programmes. Resolution WHA27.52 requested the 
Director-General to intensify WHO activities in the field of research on 
the major tropioal parasitic diseases while resolutions WHA27.6l and 
EB55.R35 welcomed the proposal for greater involvement of regional offices 
in research activities with the technical guidance of Headquarters. The 
Twenty-eighth World Health Assembly adopted two further resolutions: 
WHA28.70 on WHO's role in the development and co-ordination of medical 
research and WHA28.71 referring specifically to research in tropical 
diseases, copies of which are attached. Both these resolutions expressed 
the hope that all Member states and voluntary agenoies will make funds and 
other resources available to the maximum extent possible for the purpose 
of forwarding such research and research training activities, with special 
emphasis on the problems of the developing countries. 

2. OBJECTIVES 

2.1 Resolution WHA25.60 cited the major objectives of the Organization 
in the field of biomedical research as: 

(1) the identification of those fields of biology and medical 
sciences in which there is the greatest prospect of advance 
and the promotion of their development; 

(2) the development and elaboration inter alia of (a) opportunities 
and methods of international cooperation in the biomedical 
sciences; (b) standardization of research techniques, when 
feasible; and (0) standardization of nomenolature and 
terminology, in order to ensure the oomparabili ty of results; 

(3) coordination of the efforts of research institutions in 
countries which show a readiness to provide the necessary 
facilities and manpower for collaborative work on priority 
problems; 

lHandbook of Resolutions and Decisions of the World Health Assembly 
and the Executive Board. Vol. I, 1948-1972, pages 23-28. 

2Ibid, Vol. II, First edition, 1973-1974, page 11 and page 4. 

30ff. Rec. WId Hlth Org., 1975. No. 223, page 21. 
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(4) collection and transmission to the Member States of 
information and the results of experience regarding the 
most rational ways of making practical use in health 
programmes of scientific advances; and 

(5) assisting countries to obtain access to training in research 
methods for suitable medical and other scientists, especially 
for young ones, who wish to work in biomedical research and 
to participate in the evaluation of this research and its 
results. 

3. PRI ORI TIES 

In determining priorities for research, the Director-General relies 
on the guidance of the World Health Assembly, the Executive Board, the 
Advisory Committee on Medical Research, scientific groups, informal 
meetings of research workers, expert advisory panels, expert committees 
and the WHO Secretariat. Priorities for research to be supported 
correspond to the WHO programme and to the current Fifth General Programme 
of Work covering a Specific Period (1973-1977) which lists the priority 
programme areas as follows: (a) strengthening of health services; 
(b) health manpower development; (c) disease prevention and control; and 
(d) promotion of environmental health. 

4. WHO'S RESEARCH PROGRAMME 

Essentially this programme consists of: 

4.1 Support of research 

4.1.1 Collaborative research 

This is based on the premise that some problems existing in different 
ecological conditions are better resolved by the cooperative efforts of 
workers in various countries under different ecolOgical conditions. The 
studies are designed and initiated by WHO and are implemented by established 
institutions often with financial assistance from the Organization. 

4.1.2 Research on special subjects of wide interest 

This consists of relatively small grants to individuals working on 
subjects of interest to WHO. Proposals for research emanate from the 
individuals and not from WHO. 

4.1.3 Provision of services for research 

WHO facilitates and stimulates efforts of the scientific community 
in research by providing certain services through almost 500 collaborating 
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centres. designated by the Organization with the approval of the Governments 
concerned. and an almost equal number of nationally-designated centres 
recognized by WHO. 

4.2 Research training grants 

This is one of the most effective measures for the promotion of 
research. The duration of training varies but as far as possible is 
sufficiently long to permit workers in research to gain adequate knowledge 
of methods and techniques to enable them to carry out. under supervision. 
researoh in speoific areas. 

4.3 Improvement of oommunication between soientists 

4.3.1 Exchange of research workers grants 

Soientist to soientist communication is promoted through visits of 
up to three months. 

4.3.2 Promotion of meetings. Symposia. seminars and training courses 

WHO promotes meetings. symposia. seminars and training courses in 
speoial techniques which bring soientists together trom various parts 
of the world. Reports of such meetings are published when the Director
General deems it appropriate. as are the reports of expert committees 
and scientific groups and consultations. 

4.4 Advisory meohanism on research 

4.4.1 AdviSOry Committee on Medical Research (ACMR) 

This Committee was established by a resolution of the TWelfth World 
Health Assembly (resolution WHA12.17).1 It meets once a year. to review 
the WHO research programme and advise the Director-General on research 
policy and priorities as well as the need for researoh in additional 
fields. It is composed of eighteen members normally appointed for a 
period ot four years and a chairman appointed for five years. 

4.4.2 Scientific grOUPS 

'lhese are meetings comprising a number of experts in a particular 
field convened by the Director-General to review research activities in 
specifio fields from a soientifio point of view. to identify gaps in 
knowledge and to advise him on needs for further researoh. 

lHandbook of Resolutions and Deoisions of the World Health Assembly 
and the Exeoutive Board. Vol. I. 1948-1972. page 25. 

-
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These are ad hoc groups of temporary advisers or consultants convened 
by technical units to discuss particular research activities in which WHO 
acts as ooordinator. Results of past collaborative research in a particular 
field are usually reviewed and plans for future activities are worked out. 

4.4.4 Expert advisory panels and expert committees 

An expert advisory panel consists of experts appointed by the 
Direotor-General from whom the Organization may obtain teohnical advioe 
on a partioular subjeot either by correspondence or at meetings to which 
they are invited. There are some 2700 members of the Organization's 
expert advisory panels on various subjects. An expert oommittee is a 
committee established to deal with a particular subjeot and consists of 
a group of experts convened for the purpose by the Director-General. 
The recommendations of expert committees are used by the Director-General 
in building up the technical policies of the Organization in all its 
activities, often including research. 

4.5 Other approaches to researoh 

With the evolution of the programme, a number of additional activities 
have been developed. The most important of these are: 

4.5.1 International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARe) 

This Agency was established by resolution of the Eighteenth World 
Health Assembly in 1965 as an autonomous body within WHO in order to promote 
international collaboration in cancer research. l It works in close 
cooperation with WHO and the International Union against Cancer. 

4.5.2 Research and training centres and field units 

Over the years WHO has undertaken research and training in association 
with institutions and university departments and has developed several 
different methods of doing so. These activities are mainly financed from 
the Organization's regular budget and from outside sources, such as UNDP 
and the Expanded Programme of Research, Development and Research Training 
in Human Reproduction. Examples of these activities are: 

4.5.2.1 The establishment of field research units in collaboration with 
national authorities for studies on specific problems, for example the 
vectors of Japanese encephalitis and Korean haemorrhagic fever in the 
Republic of Korea. 

lResolution WHAl8.44, Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions of the 
World Health Assembly and the Executive Board, Vol. I, 1948-1972, page 112. 
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4.5.2.2 There are eight research and training centres in immunology, one 
of which is looated in Singapore. 

4.5.2.3 The Pan American Sanita17 Bureau/WHO Regional Offioe for the 
Americas has provided finanoial support and international staff to the 
Pan-American Zoonoses Centre, Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

4.5.2.4 Four research and training centres in human reproduction - in 
Buenos Aires, Mosoow, New Delhi and Stockholm - were designated on the 
basis of their world-wide reoognition as centres of excellence. 

4.5.2.5 Research and training oentres have been established for cardio
vascular diseases and human genetics. Consideration is being given to the 
establishment of similar oentres for leprosy and parasitic diseases. 

Although WHO plays a major role in the establishment of many of 
these researoh and training centres and field research units, they are 
designed to permit their ultimate incorporation, if this has not already 
been accomplished, into universities or into national health administra
tions of the countries in which they are located. 

As has already been indicated research activities may be carried 
out in various ways, ranging from coordination of research in national 
or other collaborating centres, with little or no financial support 
from WHO, to major financial support for research which may be carried 
out partly or wholly by WHO. 

5. GREA'lER INVOLVEMENT OF THE WES'lERN PACIFIC 
REGION IN RESEARCH 

The second, third and fourth programmes of work covering a specific 
period for the Western Pacific Region state that, being of a global nature, 
the research programme remains the responsibility of Headquarters and that 
the Regional Office is to assist Headquarters in discharging this function 
within its area of responsibility. The machinery for consultation, 
coordination and implementation of research between Headquarters and the 
Regional Office has not been well defined. For that matter there is no 
unit in the Regional Office responsible for coordinating research 
activities with Headquarters or with the Member States of the Region. 
The Regional Offioe and Ministries of Health are often not sufficiently 
informed or involved in research arrangements between Headquarters and 
individual researoh workers or research institutes in the various countries. 

This does not mean that the Regional Office is not involved in 
research at all. A number of studies on the epidemiological features 
of certain diseases, treatment schedules, approaches to disease oontrol, 
health oare delivery, health manpower development, etc., have been 
carried out or are being undertaken in WHO-assisted field projects in 
the Region. 

--
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Resolutions WHA27.6l, WHA28.70, and EB55.R35 call for greater 
participation of regional offices and regional committees in the research 
activities of the Organization. This development is most welcome and is 
expected to promote coordination between Headquarters, the Regional 
Office and Governments of Member States to avoid duplication and ensure 
that research is directed to priority problems in the Region. 

5.1 The mechanics of how to bring about greater involvement of the 
Region in research will require some time to develop and will be dependent 
upon: 

5.1.1 The availability of full-time regional staff to deal with the 
subject. It is felt that there should be at least one full-time medical 
officer for research who will have some training in research management, 
together with statistical and secretarial assistance. 

5.1.2 Adequate financial resources at the regional level to supplement 
the limited funds available to technical units at Headquarters. It is 
hoped and expected that supplementary technical assistance can be 
marshalled at the regional level from Member States, foundations and 
public and private enterprises operating in the Region. It has been 
the experience at Headquarters that such supplementary financial support 
is almost certainly forthcoming when specific research activities are 
properly designed and can be operated with some assurance of successful 
results and above all are a part of a programme leading to the achievement 
of specific high priority objectives. 

5.2 Headquarters will continue to be responsible for establishing the 
general scientific and technical criteria governing research activities 
in order to avoid the difficulties and confusion which would otherwise 
result. 

5.3 Among the activities that the Regional Committee might consider 
to strengthen and broaden the Region's role in research are: 

5.3.1 Identification of regional priorities in research 

This is perhaps the most important first step and will consist 
of two stages: the identification of national problems of primary 
importance; and the identification of problems common to several or all 
countries in the Region. Priority selection might be limited in the 
first few years to two or three subjects, for example communicable 
diseases with emphasis on parasitic infections, delivery of health 
services and environmental health. 

5.3.2 The development of basic data for national and regional purposes 

This requires national action and regional consolidation and includes: 
(a) institutional profiles; (b) identification of manpower needs and 
resources; (c) identification of national and regional sources of funds; 
and (d) compilation in depth (with Headquarters' assistance) of technical 
and other relevant information on priority subjects. 
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5.'.3 Determination of the needs for biomedical research information 

Improved servioes by WHO oan be established quickly onoe it has been 
determined what is needed and who oan effioiently use such information, 
the provision of whioh will be possible through the improvement of library 
services and use of the integrated data storage faoilities of technioally 
advanoed oountries. 

5.3.4 National and regional meohanisms for promotion and ooordination 
of research through: 

(1) the establishment, where none exist, of medioal researoh oounoils 
or analogous groups in eaoh oountry, either as a distinot entity 
or as a seotion of a national oounoil of soientifio researoh; 

(2) formulation of termaof referenoe for the possible future 
establishment of a regional advisory research council as 
distinguished from the Headquarters Advisory Committee on 
Medical Research; 

(3) enoouragement of increasing use of the Regional Offioe 
and regional institutions for soientific oonferenoes, 
workshops, training oourses; 

(4) training of manpower in research and increase of regional 
finanoial resouroes for suoh purposes; 

(5) oonoentration on applied, rather than fundamental laboratory, 
research at institutional and field levels. 

The reaction of the Regional Comm1 ttee to the above-mentioned 
proposed aotivities will be most welcome and will serve to guide the 
Regional Direotor in his future aotion on this subjeot. 

6. ACTION TAKEN TO DA'm 

6.1 An Assistant Direotor of Health Services has been designated to 
undertake as one of his responsibilities coordination of researoh 
activitie& in the Regional Offioe for the Western Paoifio (see 5.1.1). 
A meeting of those staff designated by Direotors of Regions throughout 
the Organization to take oharge of research aotivities was oonvened 
in Geneva from 18 to 20 June 1975. Various matters relating to greater 
involvement of Regions in the WHO research programme were oonsidered. 

6.2 Questionnaires were sent to Member states in the Region on 
13 Maroh 1975 requesting information on existing biomedical .research 
institutions. Profiles of the institutions are being prepared from 
the answers received (see 5.3.2). 

-

-
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TWENTY-EIGHTH WORLD HEALTH ASSEMBLY WHA2B.70 

29 May 1975 

WHO'S ROLE IN THE DEVELOPMENT AND COORDINATION OF BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH 

'The Twenty-eighth World Health Assemb ly, 

Having considered the Director-General's report on WHO's work on the development and 
coordination of biomedical research; 

Recallin'g resolut"ions WHA23S9, WHA25.60, WHA26.42 and WHA27.61 and taking in.to account 
the discussions on this subject at .the fifty-fifthsessioI\: g·f the Executive Boa1;d; 

Emphasizing that the solution of the practical public health problems of all Member 
countries which WHO is helping to solve largely depends upon present and future achievements 
of biomedical research, 

1. THANKS the Director-General for his report and for his efforts to elaborate a long-term 
programme for the development arid c'oordination of biomedical research with a view to enhancing 
the s~ientific and methodologic base for the Organization's activities, 

2. REQUESTS the Director-General to accelerate work on formulating a comprehensive long-term 
WHO programme for the development and coordination of biomedical research and to pay particular 
attention to: 

(a) the identification, taking into account the recommendations of the ACMR, of a list 
of scientific problems whose solution is of particular importance for the Organization 
and where progress is likely; 

(b) expanding and intensifying the special programme for research and training in 
tropical and paraSitic tliseases (including the formation of task forces in relation to 
the promotion of research in the major tropical diseases); 

(c) intensifying activities for the coordination of research in environmental health, 
cancer, cardiovascular diseases, virus diseases and other priority problems; 

(d) completion of the review of the network of reference and research centres 
collaborating with WHO in order to evaluate their past work and enhance their future 
roles in the Organization's programme; 

(e) the extension of cooperation among and coordination between the efforts of national 
research institutions in countries that show a readiness to participate and to provide 
appropriate facilities and manpower to collaborate on problems of prime importance to 
WHO; 

(f) enhancing the role of the Advisory Committee of Medical Research in formulating and 
evaluating the effectiveness of the Organization's long-term research programme, and 
improving the constitutional utilization of expert committees in this regard; 
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(g) further encouraging regional committe •• and regional offices to implement appropriate 
programmes of biomedical research; 

(b) establishing or maintaining close contacts with national and international bodies 
dealing with similar programmes; 

3. REQUESTS the Director-General to intensify in accordance with WHA23.59 on-going collations 
and analyses of the long-term biomedical research forecasts and prognoses of Member countries 
and appropriate international organizations to guide the Organization in its own work and 
long-term programming; 

4. THANKS those governments and voluntary agencies which have contributed funds for promoting 
WHO's research activities, particularly the special programme for research and training in 
tropical diseases; 

5. EXPRESSES the hope thst all Member States and voluntary agencies will make funds and other 
resources available to the maximum extent poasible for tbe purpose of forwarding such research 
and research training activities, with special emphasis on the problems of the developing 
countries; and 

6. REQUESTS the Executive Board to examine regularly WHO activities in regard to the 
development and cOoTdination of biomedical researcb, paying special· attention to those activities 
in the Organization'. current and long~term plans, and to report on this to the World Health 
Assembly. 

* * * 

Thirteenth plenary meeting, 29 May 1975 
A28/VR/13 
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TWENTY-EIGHTH WORLD HEALTH ASSEMBLY WHA28.71 

29 May 1975 

WHO'S ROLE IN THE DEVELOPMENT AND COORDINATION OF RESEARCH IN 
TROPICAL DISEASES 

The TWenty-eighth World Health Assembly, 

Having examined the progress report l submitted by the Director-General in accordance with 
resolution WHA27.61;2 

Noting that, as one aspect of the problem, particular attention was given to tropical 
parasitic diseases in resolution WHA27.52;3 

Taking into account the discussions at the fifty-fifth session of the Executive Board and 
resolution EB55.R354 as well as resolutions WHA28.51 and WHA28.53 on the development of methods 
for controlling tropical diseases, 

1. THANKS the Director-General for his report; 

2. APPROVES the Executive Board's endorsement of the steps taken or envisaged to develop the 
special programme for research and training in tropical diseases and to implement the other 
mechanisms for the promotion and coordination of biomedical research described in the progress 
report by the Director-General; 

3. WELCOMES the progress already made in the formation of task forces in relation to the 
promotion of research in the major tropical diseases and looks to an early development of new 
strategies in that field; 

4. THANKS those governments and voluntary agencies which have contributed funds for promoting 
WHO's research activities, particularly the special programme for research and training in 
tropical diseases; and 

5. EXPRESSES the hope that all Member States and voluntary agencies will make funds and other 
resources available to the maximum extent possible for the purpose of forwarding such research 
and research training activities, with special emphasis on the problems of the developing 
countries. 

1 Document A28/l3. 
2 

Off. Rec. WId H1th Org., 1974, 
3 Off. Rec. WId Hlth Ors·, 1974, 

4 Off. Rec. WId H1th Org., 1975, 

No. 217, 

No. 217, 

No. 223, 
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Thirteenth plenary meeting, 29 May 1975 
A28/VR/13 


