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Dear Colleagues, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to address you at this inaugural session of the Fourth 

International Epidemiology Association Eastern Mediterranean Regional Scientific 

Meeting. I would like to thank the organizers of the meeting for inviting me to address you 

and for asking the staff of the WHO Regional Office to participate in the scientific sessions. 

 

Epidemiology has been defined as the “study of the distribution and determinants of 

health-related states or events in specified populations and the application of this study to 

control of health problems”. In this sense, epidemiology is a basic health science and an 
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essential branch of medicine that aims at improving the health of populations. Although 

epidemiology was initially primarily concerned with the distribution and causes of 

communicable diseases, it is now well recognized that a rising proportion of the global 

burden of disease is related to genetic, behavioural and environmental factors and, in this 

context, epidemiology is increasingly used to study the influence of these factors and also 

preventive interventions. In this regard, I am pleased to note that you are placing emphasis 

in this year’s meeting on noncommunicable diseases by discussing, on the first day, the 

magnitude and epidemiological characteristics of these diseases. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

In order to respond to the great challenges facing public health, the teaching and 

practice of epidemiology have to be strengthened. This particularly applies to our region 

where patterns of disease and types of health problems are changing considerably. In my 

address to the third International Epidemiological Association Scientific Meeting held in 

Beirut last year, I expressed my deep concern about the lack of adequate expertise and the 

dearth of appropriately trained epidemiologists in many of our Member States. This 

situation truly represents a crisis. It requires joint action by national health authorities, 

academic institutions and epidemiology and public health associations to expand 

epidemiological services and improve the standards of practice in this Region.  

 

Almost all countries of the Region are facing considerable challenges in meeting the 

health and social needs of their populations and in providing equitable health services. 

There is a pressing need for health policy makers to take into consideration emerging issues 

like the aging of populations, the emergence of unhealthy lifestyles, the changing 

epidemiological patterns of disease, the introduction of new technologies and the rapid 

advances in medical care, and the increasing demands to improve the quality of care and to 

practise evidence-based medicine. 

 

These challenges are further accentuated by other factors, such as poverty and the 

widening gap between rich and poor, mass population movements—migrations between 

and within countries, lack of resources, wars and regional conflicts as well as 

environmental pollution. Additionally, many countries are currently undergoing a process 
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of health sector reform at a time when there is a striking lack of experience and competence 

in epidemiology and public health necessary to contribute to the reform process. 

 

To address these issues and respond to the needs, it is imperative to strengthen 

national capabilities in public health and epidemiology. In a rapidly changing world, the 

conventional educational systems of health personnel development may no longer be 

responsive to the community needs. The increasing expectations of individuals and 

communities for equity, better quality and cost-effectiveness of health care, coupled with 

limited resources, and in some countries, declining public expenditure on health, call for a 

change in the strategies for human resources for health. This is particularly true in the field 

of epidemiology where there is a pressing need to address the shortage of epidemiologists 

and to identify appropriate approaches to strengthening training in this field. 

 

It is also imperative to review and critically analyse the ways in which 

epidemiology is practised in this region, to identify gaps and constraints and to seek ways 

and means of bridging these gaps and overcoming constraints. Similarly, it is important to 

develop close links between service units in ministries of health and academic departments 

in medical schools or public health institutes. The link is essential for training and teaching, 

research and development, and above all for developing a vision and a sense of direction to 

steer the activities necessary for the achievement of health for all.  

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

Specialists in epidemiology, other health professionals practising epidemiology, and 

scientific associations like the International Epidemiology Association and its Eastern 

Mediterranean Region branch have an extremely important role to play in strengthening the 

training and practice of epidemiology in Member States and in developing appropriate 

health care policies based on accurate data and sound evidence. While the organization of 

periodic scientific meetings and other academic events should continue to be supported and 

pursued as basic responsibilities and functions, other activities specifically aiming to 

improve epidemiological services, upgrade disease surveillance and strengthen networking 

of practising epidemiologists in Member States should receive equal attention. The WHO 

Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean focused on this important issue, on a broader 
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basis, by organizing a regional meeting to discuss ways and means of promoting national 

capabilities in community medicine and public health. Important recommendations were 

made in this meeting and a network of regional experts was established. Next month we 

expect to publish the first newsletter of this network and we are inviting all public health 

practitioners in Member States to join the network and contribute to the promotion of this 

field of medicine in the Eastern Mediterranean Region.  

 

Ladies and Gentleman, 

 

Let me reiterate my appreciation to the organizers of this meeting and to the 

International Epidemiology Association for their continuing efforts to promote 

epidemiology in this region. I wish you a productive meeting and an enjoyable stay in 

Tunis.  

 


