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Method of work of the Health Assembly 

Report by the Director-General 

The Forty-eighth World Health Assembly, in adopting the programme budget for the financial 
period 1996-1997, made provision for a five-and-a-half day session of the Health Assembly in 
1996. The Forty-ninth World Health Assembly, held from 20 to 25 May 1996, completed its 
work on schedule. At its session following the Health Assembly, the Executive Board requested 
the Director-General to prepare a report on the Health Assembly's method of work and the 
experience of the shorter duration. On the basis of the present report, the Board is invited to 
consider a draft resolution revising certain aspects of the method of work of the Health 
Assembly. 

BACKGROUND 

1. Authority to determine the place, date and duration of annual sessions of the Health Assembly is vested 
in the Executive Board, the Health Assembly itself having selected, at each annual session, the country or region 
in which the next annual session shall be held.1 Considering the experience in earlier years of Health Assemblies 
held elsewhere at the invitation of Member States, the Thirty-eighth World Health Assembly concluded that it 
was in the interest of all Member States that Health Assemblies should be held at headquarters.2 

2. At its ninety-first session, the Executive Board agreed to recommend to the Health Assembly that in years 
in which the programme budget was discussed the duration of the Health Assembly should be restricted to two 
weeks, but in years in which the programme budget was not discussed, starting from 1994，the Health Assembly 
should close at the latest at noon on Thursday of the second week.3 Subsequently, the Forty-eighth World Health 
Assembly, in adopting the programme budget for the financial period 1996-1997，made provision for a five-and-
a-half day Health Assembly in 1996.4 

3. The Forty-ninth World Health Assembly completed its work on schedule (the session closed five-and-a-
half days after the opening). This was accomplished by shortening the opening formalities and streamlining the 

1 Constitution of WHO, Articles 14 and 15，and decision WHA30 (xvi). 
2 Decision WHA38(14). 
3 Document EB91/1993/REC/2, p. 177. 
4 Programme budget for the financial period 1996-1997，p. 20. 
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discussion on The world health report 1996. The ninety-eighth session of the Executive Board, which met 
immediately after the Health Assembly, noted the improvement in the Assembly's working methods and the 
reduced duration, made suggestions for further improvements, and requested the Director-General to prepare 
a report on the method of work and the experience of the shorter Assembly in 1996 to facilitate discussion on 
further rationalization by the Board at its ninety-ninth session. 

EVALUATION OF THE FORTY-NINTH WORLD HEALTH ASSEMBLY AND PROPOSALS FOR 
THE FUTURE 

4. In order to accommodate the budgetary decision to shorten the duration of the Assembly, and in 
accordance with resolution WHA32.36, the Executive Board at its ninety-seventh session fixed a preliminary 
timetable for the Health Assembly's consideration of its agenda. The timetable, which was approved by the 
General Committee of the Forty-ninth World Health Assembly, rationalized the programme of work so that the 
procedural items 1 to 9 and the introduction of The world health report 1996 by the Director-General were 
completed in plenary on the first day rather than mid-morning on the second day. This was made possible by 
holding the opening meeting at 10:00, rather than at 12 noon, limiting the interval between the meeting of the 
Committee on Nominations and the second plenary meeting, convening the General Committee at the beginning 
of the afternoon, and holding the third plenary meeting at 16:00, rather than the following morning. In order 
for the agenda of the Health Assembly to be completed, the main committees must begin work early in the 
session. Both main committees were able to begin work at 9:00 on the second day. 

5. The discussion of The world health report 1996 took place in Committee A, where the time allowed to 
each speaker was limited to five minutes in accordance with Rule 57 of the Rules of Procedure of the World 
Health Assembly. (Resolution WHA20.2, which governs arrangements for the conduct of discussions in 
plenary, allows speakers 10 minutes.) This made it possible to complete the discussion on the item by mid-
morning on the third day rather than mid-afternoon on the fifth day. 

6. It has been widely suggested that the opening formalities be further rationalized. The following proposals 
may be considered: 

• maintain the practice established at the Forty-ninth World Health Assembly of holding the opening 
meeting at 10:00; 

• shorten the duration of the opening meeting; 

• rationalize procedures for nomination of officers of the Health Assembly, consequently shortening the 
duration of the meeting of the Committee on Nominations and the subsequent interval; 

• set the third plenary meeting at a time which, in effect, limits the duration of the first meeting of the 
General Committee. 

Implementation of the proposal relating to the Committee on Nominations would require modification of the 
Rules of Procedure of the World Health Assembly (Rules 24 and 25), as described below. 

7. Rule 24 of the Rules of Procedure concerns the establishment and composition of the Committee on 
Nominations and the manner in which the Committee meets. Rule 25 concerns the procedures for proposing 
nominations for the officers of the Health Assembly. The Board may wish to propose that the Health Assembly 
modify these Rules to allow the President of the Assembly to be a member and Chairman ex officio of the 
Committee on Nominations and to propose to the Committee a slate of candidates. This procedural change 
would reduce the duration of the meeting of the Committee and the subsequent interval, allowing the second 
plenary meeting to be held an hour earlier than at the Forty-ninth World Health Assembly, i.e.，at 12 noon. Once 
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the second plenary meeting has elected the officers of the Health Assembly and the General Committee, the 
General Committee could meet at, say, 13:00 to carry out its functions as described in Rule 33. 

8. At the Forty-ninth World Health Assembly, two-and-a-half hours were allowed for the first meeting of 
the General Committee. The meeting lasted less than half an hour. The Board, therefore, may wish to propose 
that the Health Assembly set the time for the third plenary in order to limit the time available for the first 
meeting of the General Committee to approximately one hour. The third plenary meeting could be held at, say, 
14:30. A comparison of the timetables for the opening day of the Forty-eighth and Forty-ninth World Health 
Assemblies and the proposed timetable for the opening day of the Fiftieth is found in the Annex. 

9. With respect to the discussion on The world health report (incorporating the annual report of the Director-
General), members of the Board at the ninety-eighth session suggested that it should take place in plenary in 
future and that it should be designed to encourage greater participation of leading health authorities. Several 
Board members said the statements made on The world health report were too long. The time allowed to each 
speaker in the discussion on The world health report in plenary is governed by resolution WHA20.2. This 
resolution, which "encourages delegates to limit to ten minutes their speeches", was approved in May 1967 when 
the duration of the Health Assembly was three weeks. In view of the current shorter duration of the Assembly, 
it may be considered appropriate to reduce the time allowed to each speaker to, say, five minutes. Statements 
submitted for inclusion in the verbatim records in lieu of oral statements should be of an equivalent length, say, 
600 words. 

10. The Executive Board, in resolution EB71.R3, approved a proposal of the Director-General to focus the 
debate on his report "on issues or topics deemed to be of particular importance". However, since The world 
health report now has a theme each year, it would seem appropriate for the debate to focus on that theme. 

11. The proposed programme budget for the financial period 1998-1999 contains a provision for a five-and-a-
half day session of the Health Assembly in 1998 and an eight-and-a-half day session in 1999 thus allowing the 
Health Assembly and the Executive Board to meet in a two-week period. Owing to budgetary constraints, this 
trend is expected to continue. If the Assembly is to complete its work in fewer working days, the length of the 
agenda of each session will have to take into account the time available for discussion. In this connection, the 
Board may wish to recall resolution WHA32.36 which inter alia refers to the preparation by the Board of the 
provisional agenda of the Health Assembly: 

individual technical programme items shall preferably be included in the agenda of the Health Assembly 
as separate items only in the years when the Health Assembly does not undertake a full review of the 
proposed biennial programme budget. 

The Board may, therefore, wish to propose to the Health Assembly that the Director-General submit reports on 
technical subjects only in non-budget (i.e., even-numbered) years, notwithstanding provisions of resolutions that 
may currently call for reports in budget (i.e., odd-numbered) years. 

12. The main committees of the Health Assembly are defined in Rule 34 of the Rules of Procedure 
(Committee A to deal predominantly with programme and budget matters and Committee В to deal 
predominantly with administrative, financial and legal matters). Rule 34 also provides that the Health Assembly 
"shall allocate items of the agenda to the two main committees in such a way as to provide balance in the work 
of these committees". The experience of the Forty-ninth World Health Assembly shows that, given a shorter 
duration, greater flexibility is required in the allocation of items to the committees, and decisions regarding 
reallocation may have to be made very late in the session. 

13. Night meetings and overtime negate the savings achieved by shortening the duration of the sessions of the 
Health Assembly. The Forty-ninth World Health Assembly completed its work during "normal" working hours, 
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and such demonstration of discipline should continue. In order to close on time, the Health Assembly might 
have to consider postponing one or more items to a later session. 

14. Rules 101 to 103 of the Rules of Procedure of the World Health Assembly govern the election by the 
Health Assembly of Member States entitled to designate a person to serve on the Executive Board. Rule 101 
provides for a lapse of 48 hours between the announcement by the President requesting suggestions and the 
meeting of the General Committee to consider the suggestions. In view of the shorter duration of the Health 
Assembly, the Board may wish to propose that the Assembly modify Rule 101 to provide for a lapse of 24 hours 
between the announcement and the meeting of the General Committee. 

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

15. The decision to shorten the duration of the Health Assembly was made for reasons of economy so that 
resources could be allocated to priority programmes. The resulting savings amounted to US$ 450 000. In 1996-
1997，the volume of pre-session documentation has been reduced to 60% of the 1994-1995 level to achieve 
additional savings. 

16. Significant savings could be achieved by reducing the frequency of the Health Assembly from annual 
sessions, as currently required under Article 13 of the Constitution of WHO, to biennial sessions. The special 
group established by the Executive Board to undertake a review of the Constitution of WHO has identified the 
relevant provision of the Constitution as one which might need further examination with a view to possible 
revision.1 The possibility of biennial sessions of other governing bodies has also been raised. The proposed 
programme budget for the financial period 1998-1999 reports that “the Regional Committee for Africa has 
requested a review of the possibility of holding biennial sessions，an option which will be studied for other 
meetings".2 

ACTION BY THE EXECUTIVE BOARD 

17. The Board may wish to consider the following draft resolution: 

The Executive Board, 

Having considered the report of the Director-General on the method of work of the Health 
Assembly, 

RECOMMENDS to the Fiftieth World Health Assembly the adoption of the following resolution: 

The Fiftieth World Health Assembly, 

Having considered the report of the Director-General on the method of work of the Health 
Assembly; 

Recalling resolution WHA20.2, concerning arrangements for the conduct of the general 
discussion in plenary meetings on the reports of the Executive Board and the Director-General, 
resolution EB71.R3 concerning, inter alia, the focus of such discussion, resolution WHA32.36 
concerning, inter alia, preparation of the provisional agenda of regular sessions of the Health 

1 Document EB99/14, Annex. 

2 Document PB/98-99, p. 11. 
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Assembly by the Executive Board and resolution WHA36.16 concerning, inter alia, the opening 
meeting of the Health Assembly; 

Recalling also the decision of the Forty-eighth World Health Assembly to shift resources from 
governing bodies to priority programmes, and the consequent need to shorten the duration of the 
Health Assembly; 

Noting the proposed programme budget for the financial period 1998-1999 and the provision 
for sessions of the Health Assembly contained therein, 

1. APPROVES the following arrangements for the conduct of the discussion in plenary meetings 
on the report of the Executive Board and The world health report (incorporating the annual report 
of the Director-General): 

(1) delegates are requested to limit to five minutes their statements in such discussions; 

(2) delegates wishing to do so may submit prepared statements of not more than 600 words 
for inclusion in the verbatim records of the plenary meetings; 

(3) the statements should focus on the theme of The world health report; 

2. DECIDES: 

(1) that the Executive Board, when preparing the provisional agenda of each Health 
Assembly, shall normally include individual technical programme items in the agenda of the 
Health Assembly as separate items only in the years when the Health Assembly does not 
undertake a full review of the proposed biennial programme budget, thus allowing more time 
for such technical items; 

(2) that reports on technical programme items which the Director-General has been 
requested to submit in budget years by previous resolutions of the Health Assembly shall 
henceforth be submitted in non-budget years; 

3. DECIDES also that the opening meeting of the Health Assembly shall be held at 10:00 on the 
opening day, followed by the meeting of the Committee on Nominations, the second plenary 
meeting, and the meeting of the General Committee, so as to permit the third plenary meeting to 
take place as early on the opening day as possible; 

4. DECIDES further to amend Rules 24, 25 and 101 of the Rules of Procedure of the Health 
Assembly to read as follows: 

Rule 24 

The Committee on Nominations of the Health Assembly shall consist of twenty-five delegates 
of as many Members. 

At the beginning of each regular session the President shall submit to the Health Assembly 
a list consisting of twenty-four Members, to comprise with the President, ex officio, the Committee 
on Nominations. Any Member may propose additions to such list. On the basis of such list, as 
amended by any additions proposed, a vote shall be taken in accordance with the provisions of those 
Rules dealing with elections. 
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The President of the Health Assembly shall preside over meetings of the Committee on 
Nominations. The President may designate a member of his delegation as his substitute in his 
capacity as member during a meeting or any part thereof. 

Meetings of the Committee on Nominations shall be held in private. 

Rule 25 

The Committee on Nominations, having regard to an equitable geographical distribution and 
to experience and personal competence, shall propose (a) to the Health Assembly from among the 
delegates nominations for the offices of the President and five vice-presidents of the Health 
Assembly, for the offices of chairman of each of the main committees, and for the members of the 
General Committee to be elected under Rule 31, and (b) to each of the main committees set up 
under Rule 34，nominations from among the delegates for the offices of the two vice-chairmen and 
rapporteur. The President shall submit an initial list of proposals as set forth above for 
consideration by the Committee on Nominations. Any member of the Committee may propose 
additions to such list. On the basis of such list, as amended by any additions proposed, the 
Committee shall, in accordance with the provisions of Rule 80, determine its list of nominations 
which shall be forthwith communicated to the Health Assembly or to the main committees 
respectively. 

Rule 101 

At the commencement of each regular session of the Health Assembly the President shall 
request Members desirous of putting forward suggestions regarding the annual election of those 
Members to be entitled to designate a person to serve on the Board to place their suggestions before 
the General Committee. Such suggestions shall reach the Chairman of the General Committee not 
later than twenty-four hours after the President has made the announcement in accordance with this 
Rule. 

2 
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ANNEX 

TIMETABLE 

WORLD HEALTH ASSEMBLY 

Opening day 

WHA48 -1995 WHA49 - 1996 WHA50 - 1997 
(proposed) 

10:00 Opening plenary meeting Opening plenary meeting 

11:00 Comrnïiteç от> Mommatîons 
and intorvai before second 
；plenary meetmg 

O^mmitîçç ou NomiTUttíó^ 
mâ mterval bçfoi^ second 
plenary mating 

12:00 Opening plenary meeting Second plenary meeting 

13:00 Second plenary meeting Qeñeral C<mmmt mâ 
13:15 Commits ou NoT»mation& 

猫d interval before stcmâ 
plçn&ry meeting 

iíÉteryál before third plenary 
meeting 

13:50 

Commits ou NoT»mation& 
猫d interval before stcmâ 
plçn&ry meeting 

Cîetieral Committee mâ 
ïiîfervaï before tkirü ркадгу 
mating 

14:30 Third plenary meeting 

16:00 Third plenary meeting 

16:30 Second plenary meeting 

17:10 <3en微 1 Committee 


