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Your Excellency, the Minister of Public Health and Population of Yemen and Chairman of the 

55th Session of the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean, Your Excellencies, 

Honourable Ministers and other distinguished participants, 

I welcome you all to this special session of the Regional Committee for the Eastern 

Mediterranean to discuss the rapid increase in the number of countries struck by the pandemic 

(H1N1) 2009 virus, the number of cases, the necessary arrangements to be taken during the 

season of Umra and Hajj this year, and the necessary precautionary procedures to be adopted. 

Let me also thank His Excellency, the Minister of Public Health and Population of Yemen and 

Chairman of the 55th Session of the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean for 

proposing to organize this special session.  

The spread of infection with the novel influenza virus A(H1N1) since its first detection in 

April this year has been wide and unprecedented in speed. As a result, the Director-General has 

announced that further international spread of pandemic (H1N1) 2009 is unstoppable. The 

current situation in the Region shows that we are still in the initial phase of the first wave of the 

pandemic. Most cases are imported from infected countries outside the Region, although local 
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transmission is occurring in a limited scale. We still have a period of grace to augment our 

capacities before the acceleration phase of the pandemic asserts itself in the Region. 

Your Excellencies, 

We know by now that all measures to contain the virus and hence the pandemic are 

impractical and unsuccessful. What we should aim at is a mitigation strategy with well defined 

objectives, which for our countries can be outlined as: reducing mortality, reducing morbidity in 

specific groups; sustaining essential services in the community; and decreasing the rapidity of 

spread. 

In order to achieve these objectives we have to monitor the phases of evolution of the 

pandemic wave and use the available pharmaceutical and non-pharmaceutical interventions in an 

integrated and appropriate way. 

Your Excellencies,  

The current evidence from global experience shows that cancellation of mass gatherings 

does not necessarily lead to containment of transmission of the pandemic virus, particularly 

when community transmission is widespread. However, mitigation of the spread of illness in 

mass gatherings can be aimed at by proper application of non-pharmaceutical measures such as 

community-level social distancing, good personal hygiene and use of personal protective 

equipment. H.E. the Minister of Health of Saudi Arabia will present to you the recommendations 

of Saudi Arabia regarding Omra and Hajj. 

Your Excellencies, 

For many years the Regional Office has been promoting the development of regional 

capacity for the production of essential pharmaceutical products––particularly vaccines that 

might affect the health security of our population. This is the time to reiterate the urgent need for 

those countries capable of developing their capacities in vaccine production to do so. For the 

current pandemic, we should also unite our efforts to get the best deals possible regarding the 

quantity and price of the pandemic vaccine when it becomes available. A technical expert group 

has been formulated in the Regional Office to study the national regulatory authorities and 
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national vaccine producers and explore all means to produce the pandemic influenza vaccine as 

soon as possible. 

The Regional Office is committed to providing Member States with updated information 

about all aspects of this pandemic, as well as providing technical guidelines and frameworks for 

the use of available interventions at each stage of development of the pandemic wave. We will 

be available to assist technically in updating the plans of action and assessing the appropriateness 

of the proposed measures to produce the needed outcome. In this regard, the Regional Office has 

established a task force that will work with national counterparts on developing technical 

guidelines and a framework for possible interventions during the Omra and Hajj seasons. 

Your Excellencies,  

 I would like to refer to the recommendations made by the Strategic Advisory Group of 

Experts on Immunization in its meeting of 9 July on the use of vaccine for pandemic (H1N1) 

2009. In line with the recommendations, Member States in the Region could use a variety of 

vaccine deployment strategies but any strategy should reflect the country’s epidemiological 

situation, resources and ability to access vaccine, to implement vaccination campaigns in the 

targeted groups, and to use other non-vaccine mitigation measures. An intercountry training of 

trainers’ workshop on pandemic influenza vaccine deployment was conducted last week in 

Morocco which is in line with these recommendations. This was the first activity of its type in 

the Region.   

Minimizing the impact of the global spread of pandemic (H1N1) 2009 remains a shared 

responsibility. Your close cooperation, solidarity and continued collaboration will make a 

difference. Let us not forget that it is our collective actions that determine international health 

security.  

Finally, I would like to emphasize to Your Excellencies once again, as I have repeatedly 

done in the past, that the Regional Office remains ready to support your Ministry in any area 

concerning this pandemic.    

Let me thank all of you for gearing up your response. 


