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Dear Colleagues, 

 It is my pleasure to welcome you to this intercountry training workshop on 

preparedness and response to meningococcal meningitis which has been organized by WHO 

in collaboration with the Centers for Diseases Control and Prevention, Atlanta, and the 

Government of Morocco, which has graciously accepted to host this workshop and provide 

all facilities needed to make it successful. This workshop follows two other activities in the 

past six months, representing EMRO’s concerted efforts to strengthen the capabilities of 

Member States for early recognition and prompt response to epidemics of meningococcal 

disease. 
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Dear Colleagues,  

 I am sure you are all aware of the recent upsurge in meningococcal disease, with an 

increase in the occurrence of epidemics all over the world and persistent endemicity in some 

countries. In the meningitis belt in Africa the frequency of epidemics has increased since the 

1980s with the interval between them becoming shorter and more irregular. Very recently a 

big epidemic wave swept through some countries in the meningitis belt, beginning in 1995 

and dragging into this year. With respect to countries of our Region, you may recall that they 

faced an unusual spread of meningococcal disease after the return of the 1987 pilgrims from 

the Hajj, leading to limited outbreaks in some places and large-scale ones in Sudan and 

Yemen.  

 A second point, you should be aware of is that the pilgrimage season in the next 10 

years will coincide with season of greatest incidence of endemic meningitis and the season 

for epidemics in the meningitis belt and in many of the other countries from which pilgrims 

come. This will increase the danger of spread among the gathering of millions of people in 

holy lands during the Hajj, a possibility which calls for more efforts to prevent the spread if it 

occurs. 

 A third point of importance to us is the risk posed by large population displacements 

due to internal strife, wars and bad economic conditions and, as you know in the past few 

years many of these population displacements have occurred in some countries in our 

Region. It is a known fact that increased mobility of populations, whether voluntary or 

forced, plays an important role in the spread of the disease and the occurrence of outbreaks in 

overcrowded refugee camps. 
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Dear Colleagues, 

Cerebrospinal meningitis is a serious concern to health officials, but also to the public 

at large. The panic caused by epidemics of this disease is not usually limited to the country 

affected but spreads beyond that to neighbouring countries or even to far-away ones. In such 

situations health systems will be under great pressure to move rapidly and in an efficient and 

effective way. If unprepared they will fail to do so and hence uncover their weaknesses and 

lack of proper organization. The main theme of our recent concerted efforts, including this 

one, is to develop national capacities in order to ensure a well prepared reaction by health 

systems to any developing situation.  

A health system should establish sound operational steps for early detection of 

meningococcal epidemics such as strengthening surveillance to act as an early warning 

system and strengthening capabilities for epidemic investigation. The health system as well 

should be prepared to respond effectively to such epidemics by proper implementation of 

preventive and control measures in a timely fashion. In addition, the system should be able to 

initiate close collaboration with the media early in the epidemic to begin efforts to accurately 

inform the public about the outbreak in order to avoid panic. To accomplish all these efforts a 

health system should have a well trained cadre of health personnel at all levels. 

In response to these need, WHO has boosted its activities to combat meningococcal 

meningitis in recent years. Practical guidelines for the control of cerebrospinal meningitis 

have been developed and recently revised for use in countries of the Region. They have been 

translated into Arabic and will be published soon in both English and Arabic. The division of 

emerging and other communicable diseases surveillance and control in WHO headquarters in 

collaboration with the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean, the Regional Office for 

Africa and other interested international agencies has initiated a project for improving 

epidemic preparedness and response to meningitis epidemics in those countries of the world 
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most affected by or prone to the disease. In addition this project aims to help these countries 

in attaining the resources required for establishing the capacities needed and for 

implementing preventive and control measures. 

 Our Regional Office is devoting a lot of effort to strengthening national surveillance 

systems through structured training courses and provides assistance for the development of 

regional and national laboratory capabilities. Other efforts have been directed towards 

helping Member States to develop emergency preparedness and response plans to deal with 

epidemics. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 As you know, the purpose of this workshop is to train national responsible officers on 

how to develop, implement and monitor a preparedness and response plan of action for 

meningococcal meningitis, and at the same time to introduce them to a training module that 

can be used with some adaptations for national training of officers at the regional and district 

levels. 

 I hope that you will actively participate in this self-learning process and develop the 

knowledge and skills needed for your future role in your own countries. 

 
 I would like once again to extend my deepest appreciation to the Government of 

Morocco for hosting this workshop and for facilitating its various activities. 

  
I wish you all a fruitful workshop and a pleasant stay in Rabat. 

Thank you. 

 


