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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

 It is a great pleasure to address you today at the opening of this important Regional 

Conference on the Role of Nutrition in Chronic Noncommunicable Disorders. I would like 

to thank the organizers, and in particular His Excellency the Minister of Health, for inviting 

the World Health Organization, Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office to participate. 

 

 This Conference is very timely and addresses a very important subject indeed. 

Increases in life-expectancy, changes in lifestyles, urbanization and socioeconomic 

development have all contributed to the current “epidemic” of noncommunicable diseases. 
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 The countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, and especially the Member States 

of the Gulf Cooperation Council, have in the last few decades undergone a process of rapid 

socioeconomic and demographic change. These countries have become highly urbanized, 

with the percentage of urban population exceeding 80% in many countries. 

 

 This transition from rural to urban society has had a profound impact on lifestyles and 

on dietary habits. To give you an example, the consumption of red meat in some countries 

has more than doubled in the last 20 years, and saturated fat consumption has almost 

tripled. Moreover, smoking is widespread, as you are undoubtedly aware. 

 

 Life expectancy at birth in most countries of the Region ranges between 60 and 

75 years, greatly different from the situation prevailing in the poorest countries where the 

life expectancy is still below 50. At the same time, physical activity has declined: the urban 

population is highly motorized, and household chores are mechanized. 

 

 These dietary and lifestyle shifts have led to profound changes in the epidemiological 

patterns of disease in the countries of the Region, with noncommunicable disease 

morbidity and mortality rising dramatically. 

 
Mortality from cardiovascular disease in men has, in some countries, reportedly 

risen progressively to reach almost 40% in the 1990s. Obesity now affects two-thirds of the 

female population in many countries of the Region, and the prevalence of diabetes is on the 

increase. 

 
 These trends are reason for great concern, and the Regional Office has already taken 

action to strengthen the regional programmes for the prevention and control of cancer, 

diabetes and cardiovascular diseases. The International Conference on Nutrition, in which 

all countries of the Region actively participated, identified the promotion of appropriate 

diets and healthy lifestyles as one of its main strategies. 

 
 Countries agreed that this could only be achieved through careful assessment of the 

dietary habits and nutritional status of its population, and the development of 

comprehensive education programmes providing dietary guidance to the public.  
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 Food-based dietary guidelines and nutrition labelling have an important role to play in 

enabling individuals and families to chose a healthy diet from the plethora of foods 

available on the market. 

 

 Behaviour is formed at an early age and so are dietary habits. It is important therefore 

to promote from an early age a knowledge of food and nutrition, food safety, food 

preparation, healthy diets and lifestyles through the school curriculum. 

 

 WHO has supported countries in their efforts to develop national plans of action for 

nutrition as pledged at the International Conference on Nutrition and is currently assisting 

countries in the implementation of those plans. 

 

 Computer programmes are available for the analysis of nutritional surveys, and 

guidelines have been prepared for the development of food-based dietary guidelines. 

 

 A WHO Consultation on Policies and Strategies to promote Healthy Behaviour and 

Lifestyles, was held here in Manama, Bahrain, earlier this month. The recommendations of 

that consultation, together with the present Conference, with its emphasis on the important 

role of diet in the prevention and control of chronic diseases, should contribute to a greater 

understanding of the problem in the Region and to developing effective and feasible 

strategies for the prevention of diet-related noncommunicable diseases.  

 

 Ladies and Gentlemen, once again, I would like to thank the Government of Bahrain 

for kindly organizing this important Conference and I wish you success in your 

endeavours. 

 


