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Dear Colleagues and Distinguished Guests, 

 
I am extremely pleased to welcome you all to this intercountry meeting of national 

influenza laboratory focal points in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, being held in 

Muscat, Oman. I would like to express our gratitude to the Ministry of Health of Oman for 

hosting this meeting. I take this opportunity to extend my appreciation also to our 

colleagues from WHO headquarters, as well as to the WHO collaborating centre, 

NAMRU-3, for participating in this important meeting. I am very happy to note that this 

intercountry meeting is being held with financial support from the US Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC) under the five-year cooperative agreement between CDC 

and the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean on influenza surveillance and 

response in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 

Dear participants,  

You are already aware by now that the world is no longer in phase 6 of influenza 

pandemic alert. We have now moved into the post-pandemic period. The new H1N1 virus 

has largely run its course. As we enter the post-pandemic period, this does not mean that 

the H1N1 virus has gone away. Based on experience with past pandemics, we expect the 

H1N1 virus to take on the behaviour of a seasonal influenza virus and to continue to 

circulate for some years to come.  
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It is also likely that in the post-pandemic period, localized outbreaks of different 

magnitude may show significant levels of H1N1 transmission. During the pandemic, the 

H1N1 virus crowded out other influenza viruses to become the dominant virus. This may 

no longer be the case. Many countries are still reporting a mix of influenza viruses, again 

as is typically seen during seasonal epidemics. 

Pandemics, like the viruses that cause them, are unpredictable. So is the immediate 

post-pandemic period. There will be many questions, and we will have clear answers for 

only some. Continued vigilance is extremely important. Based on available evidence and 

experience from past pandemics, it is likely that the virus will continue to cause serious 

disease in younger age groups, at least in the immediate post-pandemic period. Groups 

identified during the pandemic as at higher risk of severe or fatal illness will probably 

remain at heightened risk, though hopefully the number of such cases will diminish. 

Dear participants,  

As I said, pandemics are unpredictable and prone to deliver surprises. No two 

pandemics are ever alike. Therefore, we need to be sure that we do not lower our guard and 

that we continue to monitor the respiratory activities through surveillance for influenza, 

influenza-like illnesses and severe acute respiratory infections or pneumonia during this 

post-pandemic period.  

Here the national influenza centres have to play a critical role. The national influenza 

centres need to continue to use routine channels of data transmission, such as FluID and 

FluNet, and to transmit data from the routine surveillance of respiratory diseases. Any 

notable changes in the severity, such as important genetic, antigenic or functional changes, 

such as antiviral drug sensitivity, would be of great importance to understand how this 

virus behaves in the future.  

National influenza centres are the backbone of the WHO Global Influenza 

Surveillance Network. Since its establishment in 1948, the GISN has worked to protect 

global public health by updating seasonal influenza vaccine compositions, and by 

functioning as a global alert mechanism for the emergence of influenza viruses with 

pandemic potential. As a result, the GISN has contributed greatly to the understanding of 

influenza epidemiology. Within individual countries, the national influenza centre is likely 

to represent the primary source of expertise in surveillance and response to epidemics of 

influenza during this post-pandemic period. 
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Consequently, many of the activities or interventions that need to be carried out by our 

Member States during this post-pandemic period will depend upon the effective 

functioning of the national influenza centres. As part of our strategy, we are encouraging 

all our Member States in the Eastern Mediterranean Region to establish at least one 

national influenza centre and, where it exists, to make it fully functional.  

Dear Colleagues, 

I am sure, during this intercountry meeting, you will take the time to discuss in depth 

the ways and means to strengthen the laboratory management of the national influenza 

centres and other influenza laboratories in our Region in order to make these laboratories 

more effective, efficient and more receptive to the current needs.   

Finally, I would like to thank you all again, and ask all of you to make the utmost of 

this opportunity to engage in sound discussions, exchange of ideas and clear planning for 

establishing and strengthening the influenza laboratories in our Region. I wish you all 

success in your meeting and wish you a comfortable and pleasant stay here in Oman. 


