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Your Excellencies, Honourable Experts, Colleagues, Ladies and 

Gentlemen, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome this exceptional gathering 

of public health experts, representing a wide range of technical skills 

and experience, to this Regional Conference on Emerging Infectious 

Diseases.  I wish first to thank you all for taking the time from your 

busy schedules to participate in this conference. 

 

 

Dear Colleagues 
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During the 1960s and 1970s, with the application of available 

scientific information, well planned intervention strategies and in 

the presence of necessary resources and, most important, political 

will, numerous countries were able to conquer many of the 

communicable diseases. Antimicrobial agents, vaccines, pesticides 

and general public-health measures such as improved sanitation 

have been instrumental in realizing this goal. The eradication of 

smallpox has increased our hope and optimism that we shall win 

the battle against other infectious diseases. 

 

During the 1980s and the present decade, we have witnessed the 

appearance of new agents such as HIV, which has rapidly swept all 

over the world. Many other new agents pose a growing threat to 

world health. The problem is not, however, only restricted to the 

appearance of new diseases or the resurgence of old ones, but has 

been exacerbated by the development of resistance of  common 

pathogens to antimicrobials and of vectors to common insecticides. 

 

In this Region, in spite of the considerable achievements that 

have been made in the control of communicable diseases in recent 

decades, this group of diseases has maintained its importance as the 

leading cause of morbidity and mortality. These diseases continue 

to capture the attention of politicians, public health officials and, 

most important, the public themselves. 
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During the past two years we have all been struck by the news 

about the plague epidemic in India, the reappearance and wide 

spread of cholera in South America after several decades of 

freedom, Ebola Haemorrhagic Fever in Zaire and, recently, the 

outbreak of leptospirosis in Nicaragua. 

 

Dear Colleagues 

 

The Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean Region 

of WHO, being aware of the threat posed by newly appearing 

diseases, particularly AIDS, and the resurgence of diseases such as 

Rift Valley Fever in Egypt, decided in 1992 to include in its agenda 

the subject of changing patterns of diseases. This subject was 

discussed during its session in 1994. The discussion happened at a 

time when all countries of the Region were becoming increasingly 

concerned about the risk presented by the outbreak of plague in 

India. The Regional Committee discussed the factors responsible 

for the emergence and resurgence of diseases and made several 

recommendations to the national authorities in response to this 

situation. 

 

This year the World Health Assembly passed a resolution calling 

upon WHO to assume its leading role in a concerted international 

effort to strengthen the mechanisms of responding to disease 
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outbreaks.  On the structural side, a new division has been 

established in WHO headquarters that  will focus on surveillance 

and control of emerging viral and bacterial diseases. 

 

As a matter of fact, the role of WHO in emergencies caused by 

outbreaks and epidemics of communicable diseases goes back to 

the very inception of the organization and is clearly stated in its 

constitution: “to furnish appropriate technical assistance and, in 

emergencies, necessary aid upon request and acceptance of 

Governments”.  I am glad to state that in this Region WHO has 

always been regarded by all Member States as the first resource on 

which they call in times of emergencies caused by epidemics, and I 

am proud to say that we have never failed our Member States in 

responding to their needs. 

 

Dear Colleagues 

 

The challenge ahead of us in addressing the control of 

communicable diseases, and particularly emerging diseases, is vast. 

It actually outstrips the means available to any single country or 

international agency. We need regional and also international 

efforts if we are to succeed, as we did with smallpox eradication.   

 

To address these diseases, there is a need for  real partnership 

between countries, supported by international efforts.  
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Since its earliest days, WHO has actively coordinated an 

international network of centres of technical excellence, known as 

WHO Collaborating Centres, which have been very effective in 

supporting global efforts in disease control through their 

tremendous resources. 

 

In this Region, we have also been keen to develop such 

collaboration and I am pleased to acknowledge the input of many 

such centres in the Region, particularly the US Naval Medical 

Research Unit in Cairo, which is our collaborator in this 

conference; the Egyptian Organization for Biological Products and 

Vaccines and the Central Public Health Laboratory in Egypt; the 

Razi and Pasteur Institutes, and  the National Institute of 

Tuberculosis and Lung Diseases in the Islamic Republic of Iran; 

the Department of Microbiology in the Faculty of Medicine at 

Kuwait University; the National Institute for Health of Pakistan; the 

Pasteur Institute of Morocco; and the Pasteur Institute of Tunisia. 

 

One of our priorities in this Region is to further develop these 

collaborative activities with countries to support the regional plan 

for addressing emerging and resurgent diseases, particularly in 

relation to early detection of any unusual—or known—diseases 

that have the potential to cause epidemics in the Region.  To 

improve communication between these centres and also to link 
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them with global centres, we are holding a one day consultation 

between these centers immediately following the conference. 

 

Dear Colleagues 

 

During the course of this conference you will hear presentations 

from several leading international and regional experts. The 

conference will comprise ten sessions, addressing the various 

aspects of the important problem of emerging infectious diseases in 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region. We will end with a discussion 

on the regional plan to address emerging infectious diseases. 

 

We are all aware that the road to fighting diseases is very 

treacherous, and there are many obstacles that are not easily 

overcome, but I am confident that with the diligence of national 

authorities, with their concerted actions and with the support and 

collaboration of WHO and other agencies, particularly 

collaborating centres, we will be able to defeat the problems posed 

by emerging infectious diseases. 

 

In closing, let me wish you all an enjoyable stay in Cairo and a 

most productive conference. 


