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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 
 
 It is my pleasure to welcome each of you to this 13th Intercountry Meeting of 

National Managers of the Expanded Programme on Immunization, organized jointly by 

WHO and UNICEF. 

 

 I would like to thank the Government of Qatar, for hosting the meeting and for 

providing such excellent support facilities. I would also like to express my deep 

appreciation to His Excellency Mr Ali Said Al-Khayareen, the Minister of Public Health, 

for his interest and support and for honouring us with his presence and inaugurating the 

meeting. 
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 I wish to welcome members of the Regional Technical Advisory Group for the 

Expanded Programme on Immunization for the Eastern Mediterranean Region, who will 

participate in this meeting and who will hold, at the same time, their ninth meeting. I am 

thankful to the members who have completed their term and I welcome the new members 

to the group. 

 

 I wish also to welcome our close collaborators in polio eradication efforts, namely 

Rotary International and the Centers for Disease Control, Atlanta, and to thank them and 

other international and bilateral agencies for their contributions to national and regional 

immunization activities. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

 I am happy to note that high levels of immunization coverage among children under 

one year of age are being sustained in most Member States of the Region. I am, however, 

deeply concerned about the continued low immunization coverage in some of the Member 

States. This is the fourth year I am expressing this concern and I sincerely hope that this 

meeting will discuss possible strategies for acceleration of EPI activities in the countries 

lagging in their immunization coverage.  

 

 In line with your recommendations at the last meeting, the Regional Office convened 

a meeting last December 1995, for the six countries which are lagging. At that meeting, the 

problems and constraints facing the programme in these countries were frankly discussed 

and recommendations were made to resolve them. We have worked with each of these 

countries in their efforts to implement the recommendations and sincerely hope that their 

implementation will lead to improvement in programme performance, and that this will be 

reflected in 1996 coverage and other performance indicators. 

 

 I wish also to take this opportunity to re-emphasize again the fact that even with high 

national immunization coverage rates, there may still be areas or pockets with low 

coverage rates. If we are to succeed in our efforts to reach the targets of disease reduction, 

elimination and eradication, we must identify these areas or pockets and improve 
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immunization coverage rates in them. Monitoring EPI performance by district, or even on 

more peripheral levels, is a very important way of identifying these areas. 

 

 It is gratifying to note, however, that the reported annual morbidity of EPI target 

diseases in the Region continues its downward trend. I am glad to note the reduction in 

poliomyelitis cases. It is also gratifying to note that national immunization days have 

successfully been conducted in many countries of the region. I have also noted with 

satisfaction the progress and achievements towards polio-free status in the three zones 

targeted namely, the areas covered by the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Maghreb and the 

Middle East. The cooperation and coordination of activities among Member States in these 

zones are appreciated; I believe that such a model is a very good one and one which should 

be applied to other immunization activities as well.  

 

 This Region will not be polio-free until the last country is polio-free, so the speed at 

which the Region is proceeding is greatly determined by the lagging countries. We are full 

of hope that these countries will not miss the target. 

 

 In preparation for certification of poliomyelitis eradication, I have established a 

regional commission and some national authorities have established national committees. 

I need not remind you that for certification, the commission needs to be satisfied that there 

is evidence that there are no cases or wild viruses circulating. This needs sensitive 

surveillance systems for acute flaccid paralysis supported by laboratory results. There has 

been some improvement in surveillance for acute flaccid paralysis but it is still far from 

being satisfactory in most Member States. 

 

 I wish to strongly emphasize the need to further strengthen the surveillance systems, 

not only for polio and acute flaccid paralysis but also for other EPI target diseases, as well 

as for other communicable diseases. Among the many benefits of surveillance is that we 

will be able to identify high-risk areas and make them a priority for intervention. This 

high-risk approach strategy has been very successful in the elimination of neonatal tetanus. 

By targeting intervention activities at those areas and groups where there are real problems 

and which are at high risk, and by setting priorities for our intervention and resources to 

focus on such sites, we can further reduce the disease incidence.  
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 Regional efforts for measles elimination, and hopefully eradication in the future, are 

receiving significant attention. I am pleased to inform you that the Regional Office 

convened a meeting for the Arab countries of the Gulf, in Kuwait on 9-10 December 1995, 

with the aim of starting a plan for measles elimination from this part of the Region. The 

meeting made several recommendations which will be a good guide for other countries in 

their efforts to control measles. 

 

 In conclusion, I wish to thank you for all your efforts in preparation for this meeting 

and, more importantly, for your efforts in promoting your national programme. I would ask 

you to maintain this high level of performance in the coming years and to work towards 

achieving the global targets set for disease reduction, elimination and eradication. 

 

 I am confident that this meeting will be another important milestone in our endeavour 

to reach the goals set for EPI. I wish you all success in your deliberations and a pleasant 

stay in Doha. May God Almighty crown our collaborative efforts with His blessings. 

 


