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1. Introduction 

A regional consultation to review the manual Bacterial meningitis 
surveillance network in the Eastern Mediterranean Region was organized 
by the World Health Organization (WHO) Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean in Cairo, Egypt, from 4 to 5 May 2005. The consultation 
was attended by experts on laboratory-based bacterial meningitis 
surveillance from WHO headquarters, the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC), Atlanta, and the Naval Medical Research Unit No 3 (NAMRU-3), 
Cairo, and Expanded Programme on Immunization (EPI) 
managers/communicable disease surveillance officers and microbiologists 
from Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan, Sudan and Kuwait. The 
objective of the meeting was to review the manual Bacterial meningitis 
surveillance network in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 

The consultation was opened by Dr Zuhair Hallaj, Director, 
Communicable Disease Control, WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean, who delivered the opening remarks of Dr Hussein A. 
Gezairy, WHO Regional Director for the Eastern Mediterranean. Dr 
Gezairy said that the burden of the different types of bacterial meningitis 
was huge, both globally and in the Eastern Mediterranean Region itself. 
The main organisms causing bacterial meningitis in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Region were Haemophilus influenzae type B, 
Streptococcus pneumoniae and Neisseria meningitides. In general, these 
three micro-organisms caused approximately 80% of the cases of bacterial 
meningitis in the Region. In addition, the burden of Hib and pneumococci, 
as causes of pneumonia and other invasive diseases among children were 
very high in the Region. Assessment of the burden of Hib disease in 
several countries of the Region revealed an estimated incidence of up to 
60 per 100 000 children annually. Available data from several countries 
indicated that S. pneumoniae occurred in 15%–35% of all bacterial 
meningitis cases among children, with high rates of case fatality and 
disabling sequelae. Meningococcal disease, being an epidemic-prone 
disease, was of great public health importance in several countries in the 
Region, especially Sudan which lies in the African meningitis belt. 
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Efficient vaccines against these organisms were either available 
and in use with remarkable success, or were in the pipeline. Hib vaccine 
had almost eliminated Hib meningitis from the countries where it was 
introduced and pneumococcal vaccine was introduced with success in 
some countries. Unfortunately, introduction of new vaccines was often 
delayed, especially in the countries that needed them most. As new 
vaccines were costly to introduce, it was important to be able to 
demonstrate the burden of the disease, suitability of the available vaccine 
composition with regard to the prevailing serotypes and the cost–
effectiveness of introduction, otherwise policy-makers would be reluctant 
to introduce them. 

Lack of reliable data on the disease burden was the main factor 
hindering the introduction of new vaccines, and hence, deprived many 
children in the Region from such life-saving public health interventions. 
The Regional Office was establishing the bacterial meningitis 
surveillance network to address this urgent need for reliable data. It 
would thus facilitate evidence-based decision-making on introduction of 
the available vaccines, such as Hib and pneumococcal conjugate 
vaccines, or of vaccines in the pipeline, such as meningococcal serogroup 
A conjugate vaccine, in addition to evaluation of impact of new vaccines 
on disease occurrence.  

The regional bacterial meningitis surveillance network, launched 
in early 2004, now covered several countries of the Region. Through the 
network, several countries had received support in selecting the 
appropriate sentinel sites, training of the local teams, provision of 
supplies and equipment and data management. Surveillance of invasive 
pneumococcal disease, namely pneumococcal pneumonia and sepsis in 
addition to pneumococcal meningitis, would be built on and integrated in 
the bacterial meningitis network. 



WHO-EM/EPI/265/E 
Page 3 

 

The availability of standard protocols and guidelines was one of 
the cornerstones of success of any system, especially surveillance 
systems, as they ensured the implementation of the planned activities as 
required. Following standard guidelines in bacterial meningitis 
surveillance, especially the standard case definitions and standard 
operating procedures, would ensure comparability of data across the 
network. For this reason, the Regional Office, in collaboration with its 
collaborating centres, the CDC and NAMRU-3, had drafted guidelines 
for the bacterial meningitis surveillance network in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Region. 

2. Conclusions 

This consultation was conducted to review the manual Bacterial 
meningitis surveillance network in the Eastern Mediterranean Region 
before distributing it for field use in the Region. Participants thoroughly 
reviewed the draft manual and suggested technical and editorial 
modifications. Notes on the suggested amendments were taken in order to 
undertake the necessary changes and for the purposes of editing. The 
participants recommended sharing the amended draft manual with field 
staff for field-testing and to provide field staff with the opportunity of 
suggesting final modifications before publication and distribution. 

3. Recommendations 

To WHO 

1. Field-test the manual Bacterial meningitis surveillance network in 
the Eastern Mediterranean Region to incorporate further 
modifications before the manual’s publication and distribution. 


