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Distinguished Participants, Dear Colleagues, 

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to this regional consultative meeting on 

health care financing. I would like to thank all the participants and colleagues from 

different ministries, social health insurance organizations, academia and international 

organizations who have joined us here to share their experiences and contribute to 

development of a health care financing strategy for the WHO Eastern Mediterranean 

Region the next five years. 

Today, health is widely accepted as a human right and, as such, health systems need 

to protect it. Health is also a form of human capital, which contributes to individuals’ 

productivity and earning potential and is therefore worth investing in from the 

perspective of long-term socioeconomic development. Furthermore, the health sector is 

one of the largest and fastest growing sectors of the economy. The percentage of gross 

domestic product allocated to health in 2005 globally and in the Region, was 10% and 

4.6%, respectively. Health sector growth and development significantly contribute to 
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overall economic growth and development. Therefore, health systems development needs 

to be seen as an integral part of overall development strategy in all countries.      

Financing is one of the building blocks of health systems and it directly influences 

health system performance. Many countries in the Region are engaged in health sector 

reforms aimed at improving health system performance. Health care financing is at the 

heart of these reforms. The rapid rise in health expenditure, and how to deal with that, are 

the main concerns. Health spending as a share of world domestic product has increased, 

from only 3% in 1948 to over 10% today. Furthermore, growth in health expenditure 

continues to outpace economic growth in most countries. Consequently, economies are 

under stress and policy-makers face new challenges in coping with the rising demand for, 

and cost of, health care, and in finding ways to finance it. 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

 Direct out-of-pocket expenditure on health by households accounts for more than 

50% of total health expenditure in many countries of the WHO Eastern Mediterranean 

Region. The high level of out-of-pocket expenditure and the lack of development of 

prepayment schemes in countries of the Region to cover all citizens and residents have 

always been among our concerns. In fact, the development of prepayment schemes and 

universal coverage is a prerequisite for achieving “health for all”.  

Limited coverage by prepayment schemes and the high share of out-of-pocket 

spending has also led to inequalities in health care financing. It is estimated that 3% of 

households in the Region are faced with financial catastrophe each year because of high 

levels of out-of-pocket health expenditure. It is further estimated that half of these 

households are pushed into impoverishment as a result.   

In such an environment, health systems must make best use of available resources 

to provide at least an adequate package of essential promotive, preventive, curative and 

rehabilitative services to all. They may also need to raise additional funds. At the same 

time, they should be able to protect all households against financial catastrophe and 

potential impoverishment due to health spending. Finally, health systems have to ensure 

that spending on health that is affordable today is sustainable tomorrow. 



 3

Both the Regional Committee at its Fifty-first session in October 2004, and the 

Fifty-eighth World Health Assembly in May 2005 passed resolutions in support of 

developing prepayment schemes and social health insurance in Member States, in order 

to guarantee access to necessary medical services while providing protection against 

financial risk. This is neither a small task nor an easy one. Strategies must be developed 

to promote and provide adequate health services to all.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We live in a global and volatile world. Our economies, populations, government 

resources and health system are evolving. We are witnessing many changes in our health 

systems, some positive, promising and in the right direction, and some troubling and 

occasionally in the wrong direction. Some are foreseen changes while others are 

surprises. Policy-makers need to understand the potential impact of these changes on the 

health system, and the options available to them in order to make informed decisions and 

respond appropriately. 

There are many questions, and answers are often unclear and cannot be translated 

into clear operational plans. This consultative meeting will provide us all with an 

opportunity to share national and international experiences in health care financing policy 

and to become familiar with new developments in the field, particularly in the areas of 

universal coverage and social health protection. I hope that you will all participate 

actively in the meeting and come up with clear guiding principles for development of a 

health care financing strategy for the Region. 

 I wish you all a very productive meeting and a pleasant stay in Cairo.        

 


