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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my honour to welcome you all today to the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean where people from many walks of life have come together to give their 

support in the tireless battle against tobacco and cancer.  

For decades now, it has been well known that tobacco use is not only capable of 

damaging nearly every organ of the human body but also causes at least 15 different cancers 

and is solely responsible for 30% of all cancer-related deaths.   

Tobacco use is the single biggest cause of premature death worldwide, killing more 

than 5 million people every year. More than 40 chemicals in tobacco smoke have been shown 

to cause cancer. Tobacco use is responsible for 1.8 million cancer-related deaths every year.  

Such a debilitating and deadly epidemic has earned the right to be under the world’s 

spotlight. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Ambassador Nancy Brinker, WHO Goodwill Ambassador for Cancer Control has graced 

us with her presence for the first time at the Regional Office. Ambassador Brinker has been 

fighting for a cure against breast cancer based on a promise she made to her sister almost 30 

years ago. Now, in her new capacity as Goodwill Ambassador for Cancer Control we are 

privileged to have such a remarkable icon on board to benefit from her dedication, experience 

and knowledge in guiding and empowering people around the world, particularly women.   
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Today is an opportune moment which must be capitalized on. We must stand and work 

together, to direct and mobilize people to unite against this global killer. We must learn from 

each other as well as share and support one another in fighting one of the most deadly and 

debilitating diseases known to mankind.  

Together, we can inspire millions to make a difference and to cut the unnecessary death 

toll caused by tobacco use and cancer. Together we can save lives.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I would like to take a moment to salute all those who have led the tobacco and cancer 

control movements across the Region, especially in the very confined circumstances many of 

us are forced to work under. Let me start by sharing some of the challenges that continue to 

face tobacco control.  

Tobacco control challenges in the Region include: continuing tobacco industry activities; 

high social acceptance and prevalence of tobacco use (as high as 62% among men); new trends 

in tobacco use; implementation of existing legislation; and sustainability and continuity of 

tobacco control activities and projects. It suffices to say that the road leading to change in an 

area such as tobacco control has been paved with numerous obstacles and hardships. However, 

it has not been impossible. With the negotiations of the WHO Framework Convention on 

Tobacco Control we saw joint global and regional action; the marathon for control started with 

the first negotiation session of the Framework Convention.  

The Eastern Mediterranean Region has witnessed several successes in the area of tobacco 

control: in the tobacco-free Mecca and Medina initiative, these two holy cities were the first in 

the world to ban the sale and use of tobacco products; four Member States of the Region have 

implemented pictorial health warnings; seven Member States have enforced tobacco-free 

policies in public places with no designated areas for smokers; seven Member States have 

banned all forms of advertising and sponsorship of tobacco products; and seventeen Member 

States are now Parties to the Framework Convention. 

Challenges also face cancer prevention and control in the Region. These include poor 

palliative care services; lack of home or hospice care; and lack of resources for cancer 

treatments, which tend to be sub-optional in many of our countries. The Region has also made 

extensive efforts to prevent and control cancer, such as: the 57357 Children’s Cancer Hospital 

in Cairo, Egypt which is entirely supported by volunteer contributions; the Cancer Centre and 

Children’s Cancer Centre at the King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre in Saudi 
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Arabia; the King Hussein Cancer Center in Jordan; and the strong move for breast cancer 

control in Egypt and other countries of the Region. 

Earlier this month the Ministers of Health of the Region endorsed a 5-year regional 

strategy for cancer prevention and control at the 56th Session of the WHO Regional Committee 

for the Eastern Mediterranean, meeting in Morocco. The objectives of the regional strategy for 

cancer prevention and control 2009–2013 are to: promote national cancer control planning 

among Member States of the Region; strengthen cancer prevention, early detection and 

management; and promote mobilization of resources; strengthen cancer registration; promote 

cancer research. A framework has been developed to support countries in implementing the 

strategy. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Change is coming our way. We depend on you. On each and every single one of you for 

this change. We have a chance and we have seen great examples. The Eastern Mediterranean 

Region can lead the way in tobacco and cancer control, and can make a difference.  

As we look with optimism to the future, we should not forget the combined challenges 

posed by tobacco use and cancer in the Region. These challenges as well as others must be 

addressed and tackled to fulfil the commitment we have to the people of this Region. 

Today, I sign with Ambassador Brinker an appeal to all decision-makers to implement 

all measures of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. This legal instrument 

will put an end to the many ‘preventable’ cancers as well as many of the other less publicized 

side-effects of tobacco use. 

And, although decision-makers are key in the effective execution of this appeal, they 

are not the only players. We call also on all the people of the Region to make this change in 

health and well-being happen.  

Let it start today… YOU… Be the change. 


