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The status of expert committee reports, as well as the role of the Executive Board in respect 
of these reports, was discussed during the ninety-eighth session of the Executive Board (May 
1996).1 This report describes and analyses the current situation, and considers possible 
alternative approaches. 

The Advisory Committee on Health Research also considered this general subject of expert 
committee reports at its thirty-fourth session and its views are reported in document EB99/26. 

1. During the ninety-eighth session of the Executive Board (May 1996)，a Board member queried the status 
of expert committee reports, as well as the role of the Executive Board in respect of these reports.

1
 It was agreed 

that the Director-General would provide a report on the subject for the ninety-ninth session. 

INDEPENDENT NATURE OF EXPERT COMMITTEE REPORTS 

2. The Regulations
2
 for Expert Advisory Panels and Committees, have been the subject of several reviews 

since their introduction in the early years of W H O . The Regulations, adopted by the Thirty-fifth World Health 
Assembly in resolution WHA35.10, provide for a high degree of independence of expert committees. 
Paragraph 4.6 of the Regulations states: 

In the exercise of their functions, the members of expert advisory panels and committees shall act as 
international experts serving the Organization exclusively; in that capacity they may not request or 
receive instructions from any government or authority external to the Organization. 

3. Although the Director-General decides whether or not to authorize the publication of expert committee 
reports (paragraph 4.14), the reports - which are to "be completed and approved by the expert committee before 
the end of its meeting" (paragraph 4.12) - "may not be modified without the committee's consent，，(paragraph 
4.13). In the event that a report contains a statement of opinion that might be prejudicial to the best interests of 

1 See document EB98/1996/REC/1, pp. 40-41. 

2 Basic Documents, 41st edition (1996). 



EB99/27 

the Organization or of any Member State, the Director-General may direct the statement to the attention of the 

chairman of the committee. However, whether or not to delete the statement is left solely to the discretion of 

the chairman and the statement may in any event not be modified without the written approval of the committee 

members. Although any difficulty arising out of a divergence of views between the Director-General and the 

chairman shall be referred to the Executive Board, the Board is not vested with any powers itself to alter the text 

of the report. 

4. In accordance with paragraph 4.23 of the Regulations, the Director-General submits to the Board a report 

on meetings of expert committees held since the previous session of the Board, together with the 

recommendations made by each committee. The Forty-ninth World Health Assembly amended paragraph 4.23 

on this point so as not to require the report of the committee itself to be appended, since this resulted in practice 

in considerable delays in the reporting on expert committees until the report became available in published form. 

The report by the Director-General contains his observations on the implications of the expert committee report 

and his recommendation on follow-up action to be taken. 

5. As provided in the Regulations, the Executive Board "shall consider the report submitted by the Director-

General and address its comments to it" (paragraph 4.23). The wording of the Regulation is important. The role 

of the Board is to comment on the report submitted by the Director-General, i.e. his observations on the expert 

committee report and his recommendations for future action of the Organization. Although the Board would 

clearly need to consider the expert committee recommendations themselves when considering the report of the 

Director-General, the Board is not called upon specifically to assess the report of the expert committee, and 

certainly not to change it. 

SITUATION ANALYSIS 

6. The situation described above makes it obvious that in adopting the Regulations the Health Assembly 

wanted expert committees to provide the Organization with totally independent opinions on scientific matters. 

Not only are the experts independent as individuals (paragraph 4.6 of the Regulations), they are independent as 

a committee (in accordance with paragraph 4.13). Even differing scientific opinions are not to be suppressed, 
in that paragraph 4.12 provides for divergent views to be reflected in the report.

1 

7. Nevertheless, recognizing that the Organization needs a mechanism for translating strictly scientific 

opinion into action, the Regulations provide for initial recommendations to be formulated by the Director-

General and for further contributions to be made by a policy-making body, i.e., the Executive Board. Thus, the 

role of the Executive Board is to help the Organization determine what it should do following the scientific 

advice received from expert committees; it is not to alter or even supplement those scientific views. 

Admittedly, in practice, the Executive Board members regularly comment upon the reports of the expert 

committees themselves, while the Director-General，s report - although containing a section for each report on 

its significance for public health and implications for the Organization's programmes - does not always have 

recommendations for follow-up action to be taken. 

8. It could be stated that providing either for a substantive contribution by the Board to expert committee 

reports or for endorsement by the Board could well prejudice the current scientific independence of the reports. 

Firstly, although the members of the Executive Board have to be technically qualified in the field of health, they 

1 This point is fiirther reflected in Rule 6 of the Rules of Procedure for Expert Committees annexed to the Regulations, 
which states: 

Scientific questions shall not be submitted to a vote. If the members of a committee cannot agree, each shall be 
entitled to have his personal opinion reflected in the report; this statement of opinion shall take the form of an 
individual or group report, stating the reasons why a divergent opinion is held. 
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will not necessarily be experts in the specific field of science concerned. They also tend to be senior government 
officials, and therefore are more likely to be policy-oriented in their analysis than exclusively scientific. Lastly, 
it is possible that an endorsement or rejection by the Executive Board will be looked upon as a political act, 
undermining the reputation for independence and objectivity enjoyed by reports of expert committees. 

9. Some dissatisfaction has occasionally been expressed by Board members that reports of expert committees 
are published without any reflection of the Director-General ' s recommendations for follow-up action or of the 
Executive Board's reaction to those recommendations. This was virtually inevitable in recent years, of course, 
because the reports of expert committees were published before consideration by the Executive Board of the 
Director-General' s report. The situation will change as a result of the amendment of paragraph 4.23, according 
to which now only "the texts of recommendations of the expert committees shall be annexed" to the Director-
General's report to the Executive Board, which will therefore no longer have to await publication of the expert 
committee report. 

10. It should be noted that at its eighty-third session the Board considered, as part of another review of its role 
in the follow-up of reports of expert committees, possible roles for what was then the Programme Committee.

1 

Various options were considered, including (1) entrusting the Programme Committee with full responsibility 
for the review, the Board only considering the Programme Committee's report; (2) requesting the Programme 
Committee to prepare the ground for the Board's review by selecting the reports that it felt deserved particular 
attention; (3) referring to the Programme Committee specific issues regarding follow-up of expert committee 
reports that call for a more detailed analysis; and (4) allowing the Programme Committee on its own initiative 
to submit any issue worthy of the Board's attention. The Board's review concluded by a decision: 

...that the Director-General should present to the Board an introductory statement summarizing his views 
in terms ofprogramme policy, and that he may select those reports which he considers to be of critical 
public health importance, or may influence the selection of WHO's future priorities, for closer 
examination by the Programme Committee before being submitted to the Boardfor review.1 

FUTURE ROLE OF THE EXECUTIVE BOARD 

11. The Executive Board may wish to determine whether there should be any change in the role of the Board 
vis-à-vis expert committee reports. In so doing it should bear in mind that the reports of WHO's expert 
committees - and expert groups in general - are generally considered to be one of the great strengths of the 
Organization. These reports are widely respected for making available unbiased scientific advice from the 
world's best experts. Four alternative approaches are presented below. 

12. Alternative 1: to maintain the current practice. However, the Director-General's report could more 
clearly set forth any recommendations for future action or could specify that no such recommendations are being 
made. This would help focus the discussion of the Board, envisaged by the Regulations. 

13. Alternative 2: include in the publication containing the report of an expert committee recommendations 
of the Director-General for future action and the comments of the Board on those recommendations. This 
approach could, of course, delay publication of the report. It should also be noted that such a proposal was 
considered during the sixty-seventh session of the Executive Board in 1981 and was rejected. 

1 Documents EB83/1989/REC/2, pp. 200-203, and EB83/1989/REC/1, Annex 13 (Report by the Programme 
Committee). 

2 Decision EB83(9). 
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14. Alternative 3: to retain the Director-General's responsibility for authorizing publication of reports as it 
is now under paragraph 4.14 of the Regulations, but specify that such authorization will be given only after 
discussion at the Board of the expert committee report (not just of the Director-General ' s report). This would 
permit the Director-General to take into account the comments, observations, and suggestions of the Executive 
Board. The Director-General could accordingly decide (a) not to authorize publication, (b) to publish the report 
as it is, (c) to request the chairman of the expert committee to reconsider the opinion expressed by the committee 
(paragraph 4.13)，or (d) in special cases, to publish the report together with the comments of the Board, which 
would be annexed. As for Alternative 2, this approach could delay publication of the report. 

15. Alternative 4: to require the authorization of the Executive Board for the publication of the report of the 
expert committee. In fact, such a system existed from 1950-1960: the report itself was discussed during a 
meeting of the Board and the decision to authorize its publication did not belong to the Director-General as it 
does now, but was vested in the Executive Board.

1
 However, during those 10 years, the practice was time-

consuming and created difficulties. It was decided as a result to transfer such authority from the Board to the 
Director-General. It would appear that past experience would mitigate against reverting to this approach. 

ACTION BY THE EXECUTIVE BOARD 

16. The Board is invited to consider whether to change the current approach. Bearing it in mind that the 
current approach is the result of various refinements over the years in the light of shortcomings experienced with 
prior practice, the Board may wish to continue with this approach - possibly with the refinement described at 
Alternative 1 - as it is most likely to result in the maintenance of the high standing of expert committee reports 
while still enabling the Organization to benefit from the Executive Board's assessment of the public health 
implications and the most desirable course of future follow-up. 

1 Paragraph 10.7 of the Regulation at the time provided: "The Executive Board shall decide when any report of the 
committee is to be published and shall be free to accompany it by a statement approving it in whole or in part, or setting forth 
its own views on the subject." WHO Official Records, No. 29, Annex 9. 


