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Summary

This document supplies information on the use of Arabic and 
Chinese as working languages. It defines the concept of a working 
language (para. 2-3), sets forth the operations to be performed 
(para. 4), gives estimates of the workload (para. 5-6) and indicates 
the order of magnitude of the cost and the difficulties (para. 7-9).

Introduction

1. The Director-General has the honour to submit under Rule 13 of the Rules of Procedure 
of the Assembly a preliminary report on the technical, administrative and financial impli
cations of introducing Arabic and Chinese as working languages of the World Health Assembly 
and the Executive Board.

What is a working language?

2. The Rules of Procedure of the World Health Assembly and the Executive Board draw a 
distinction between "official" and "working languages". The main characteristic of an 
official language is that, at meetings of the governing bodies, speeches made in it are 
interpreted into the other official languages and vice versa. Chinese is already an official 
language of both the World Health Assembly and the Executive Board and Arabic is an official 
language of the World Health Assembly but not of the Executive Board.

3. As well as being interpreted at meetings of the governing bodies, working languages are 
used in written documentation for them. When the Twentieth World Health Assembly decided
in resolution WHA20.21^ to adopt Russian and Spanish as working languages, it approved a plan 
that had been submitted by the Director-General (Off. Rec. Wld Hlth Org. , No, 160, p. 64) 
and indicated the types of documents involved. These include:

(a) Printed volumes for consideration at sessions: the Proposed Programme Budget, 
the Director-General's Annual Report and the Financial Report.

(b) Printed volumes arising out of sessions: the Executive Board's report to the 
Health Assembly, resolutions (with annexes having record value) of the Board and the 
Health Assembly, records of proceedings.

(c) Documents which are not Official Records containing reports, current information, 
proposals, etc. submitted for discussion under the various items of the agenda of the 
Board or Health Assembly.
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1 Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions, Vol. I, p. 293.



The operations involved

4. The use of working language therefore involves the following steps:

(a) Interpretation from and into that language.

(b) Translation of documents from and into that language.

(c) Production (typing, offsetting and/or printing).

(d) Editing and copy preparing (in the case of printed volumes).

(e) Storage and distribution of documents.

The workload

5. The amount of documentation thus handled in 1974 was as follows (in round figures)
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Number of standard pages (310 words) processed in each working 
language in connexion with the 1974 sessions of the 

Health Assembly and the Executive Board

A. Printed volumes 

Programme budget 1 000

Annual report 1 200

Financial report 100

Proceedings of the Health Assembly 
Vol. I 150

Proceedings of the Health Assembly 
Vol. II 1 200

Proceedings of the Executive Board 
(January session) Vol. I 170

Proceedings of the Executive Board 
r (January session), Vol. II 220

Proceedings of the Executive Board 
(May session) 50

Summary records of both sessions 
of the Executive Board 550

4 640

B. Documents

Both sessions of the Executive Board 1 900

World Health Assembly 1 700

3 600
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6. The production of this documentation is subject to stringent time constraints, as regards 
in particular volumes and papers intended for consideration by the Health Assembly and 
Executive Board. On the one hand, the information contained in them must be as up to date as 
possible; on the other hand, they must be in the hands of delegates and members well in 
advance so that they can be given proper preliminary study. These conflicting requirements 
tend to create peakloads, particularly during the first and fourth quarters of the year, 
making it necessary to recruit temporary staff to cope with the rush of work.

The cost

7. The cost of introducing the new languages proposed relates to:

Interpretation services for Arabic at the Executive Board

Translation services

Stenographic and typing services

Duplicating, layout and distribution services

Equipment

Common services

Office and storage space 

Transformation of premises 

Miscellaneous overheads 

Documentation and library services 

Printing

8. Subject to detailed costing, preliminary estimates at 1975 prices indicate that the 
expenditure for full implementation is likely to be in the order of US$ 2 500 000 per language 
and per year. However, as implementation would have to be progressive, the cost would be 
less during the early stages. Complete implementation might take several years.

Practical considerations

9. Office and storage space would be a stringent limiting factor under present circumstances. 
For instance, some 60 additional office modules per language would be required to accommodate 
the permanent staff of translators, editors, typists, production and distribution services as 
well as temporary reinforcements. These offices cannot be provided within the existing 
facilities. Also, structural rearrangements might have to be undertaken in some conference 
rooms, as well as rewiring and purchase of sound equipment of greater capacity.


