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Dear Colleagues,  

It is a great pleasure for me and my colleagues from the WHO Regional Office for 

the Eastern Mediterranean to welcome you to the inaugural meeting of the National 

Immunization Technical Advisory Group (NITAG). I would like to thank the Ministry of 

Health of Saudi Arabia for hosting this meeting. I wish also to welcome our colleagues: 

the members of the Regional Technical Advisory Group, as well as from WHO 

headquarters in Geneva and partners, including the Network for Education and Support in 

Immunization (NESI) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Atlanta 

for their support to strengthen immunization activities in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region.  

Dear Colleagues, 

Let us begin by celebrating the many successes of our region’s immunization 

programmes and efforts. As you know, immunization programmes are considered one of 

the most effective public health interventions, and I acknowledge with satisfaction the 

progress made in expanding and strengthening our regional immunization efforts in order 

to contribute to the UN Millennium Development Goals, and specifically to goal 4, which 

is to reduce by two thirds the mortality rate among children under 5 years of age.  
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Nevertheless, the demands and expectations of global and national policy-makers, 

funding agencies and other stakeholders continue to evolve rapidly, thereby affecting the 

scope and landscape of our important work. We, in this room, as privileged custodians 

and change agents of immunization programmes, have a special responsibility to respond 

effectively. We know already that some countries are embracing the realities of 

optimizing their current routine immunization programmes, and the sustainable 

introduction of new vaccines and technologies. However, the key is for these, and other 

countries, to ensure that they have the necessary evidence and clear processes to make 

informed decisions regarding: the establishment of immunization programme priorities; 

introduction of new programme strategies, vaccines and technologies; justification of 

existing programmes; guidance of national authorities on the public health needs for new 

and emerging vaccine-preventable diseases; and more specifically, addressing issues of 

vaccine quality, safety and security.  

Dear Colleagues, 

At present only about half of our members have formally constituted national 

technical advisory bodies to guide immunization policies, strategies and practices, and 

sometimes the purpose, terms of reference, and composition of these technical advisory 

groups are not fully transparent. We know that EPI managers have an important role to 

play in establishing and supporting these technical entities, including ensuring proper 

membership. We also know that these technical groups can be both the technical resource 

to assist national authorities in evidence-based decision-making, capacity-building and 

multi-year planning, and the advisory tool to empower the government in these processes 

and others, such as policy-making and strategy formulation.  

Dear Colleagues,  

Having competent bodies, such as an ITAG, at the national level will inevitably 

contribute to building regional capacity in achieving our national, regional and global 

goals and objectives. We, at the Regional Office, are prepared to listen carefully, 

encourage sharing of information and best practices and more importantly facilitate 

regional learning and improvements, by establishing and building capacity of these 

technical committees. 
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Immediately this morning, I invite you to participate and listen to your National 

Immunization Technical Advisory Group colleagues from Saudi Arabia, Islamic 

Republic of Iran, Oman, Tunisia and Pakistan as they navigate us through their important 

experiences, successes and lessons learned. This session will be followed by colleagues 

from headquarters who will discuss the results of the survey administered a few months 

ago to help the Region better understand the current situation. In the afternoon, we 

propose to discuss the role of NITAGs in capacity-building and multi-year planning.  

Dear Colleagues,  

As you can see from the agenda, we have a full and fulfilling day ahead of us. I 

would like to ask you to seek the utmost benefit from these sessions through sound 

discussions and open exchange of experiences. I sincerely hope that our exchanges today 

will motivate us to establish and develop NITAGs at our national levels, so that we can 

be better prepared to make sound and credible decisions related to vaccine-preventable 

diseases and immunization policies and activities. I wish you a successful workshop and 

a pleasant stay in Riyadh. 


