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Your Excellency  

Distinguished participants 

Dear colleagues 

Ladies and gentlemen 

 

I take great pleasure in welcoming you to this consultation on the role of media in 

mental health promotion. It is also a very welcome coincidence that this is the first 

meeting after the official opening of our new offices in Cairo, which took place last 

week. I am pleased to note that this year's celebration of World Health Day is 

accompanied by a number of innovative programmes which will hopefully bring lasting 
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changes in the way we look at mental health and will decrease the stigma of mental 

illness in our minds and communities. 

 

 The selection of mental health as the theme of World Health Day 2001 is a reflection 

and recognition of the increasing importance of the role mental health plays in everyday  

human life. I would like to take this opportunity to dispel a common misconception that 

mental health is restricted to the treatment of mentally ill persons. Mental health is 

concerned with all aspects of our daily life, be they emotional, intellectual or behavioural. 

The quality of relationships we develop and maintain with fellow human beings; our 

familial bonds, the nurturing milieux we provide for our children to develop their 

potential; societies where individual members are respected and cared for; a civil society 

tolerant of dissent; all are dependant on mental health. Mental health thus encompasses 

and interacts with the cultural life, traditions, religious aspirations and spiritual life of a 

population. 

 

The countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region of WHO are blessed with the 

existence of strong family ties, cohesive social institutions, and the presence of spiritual 

and religious beliefs that can positively affect the mental health of the population. 

However, the Region also faces a number of issues which can adversely affect mental 

health. Our population is very young, and faced with uncertainties about its future. They 

receive many conflicting cultural messages, requiring reconciliation of traditions with the 

new trends, causing insurmountable stress in many instances. Waves of migration and 

unplanned urbanization, bringing in their wake poverty and loss of social capital, are 
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placing heavy stress not only on national infrastructure but on the coping abilities of 

individuals as well. A number of countries of the Region face war, occupation and 

internal conflicts, and millions of refugees in different parts of the Region are straining 

the social fabric of the societies they live in as well as facing the burden of non-

assimilation in an alien culture. There are also existing and emerging issues of the 

elderly, women and children, who are doubly vulnerable to mental health problems. 

 

 As you are aware, the studies done on the global burden of disease have shown that 

more than 11% of that burden is due to mental health problems. Studies undertaken in 

this Region are also indicative of the same pattern. There are also a number of studies 

showing that about 25 to 30 per cent of all the adults entering a health facility suffers 

primarily from a mental health problem. A very high percentage of these cases remain 

unrecognized and go through unnecessary examinations, tests and sometimes even 

surgical procedures, causing much personal suffering and an extra burden on already 

heavily overtaxed general health facilities. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen 

 

In the past 15 years, the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region have adopted 

national programmes of mental health as a method of meeting the needs of the 

population. The main strategic approach of all these programmes is integration of mental 

health within existing health systems, including primary health care. Accordingly, the 

objective of almost all of the national programmes of mental health that are developed in 
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collaboration between WHO and the countries of the Region is to develop proper systems 

in order to achieve such integration. Such programmes that have been put in place in the 

countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region during the past decade have been blessed 

by a number of opportunities and struggled with a number of constraints. Thus, the future 

success and/or failure of such programmes depends on the correct understanding of these 

opportunities and constraints and finding ways to deal with them. 

 

As for mental illness in particular, the past 30 years have radically increased our 

understanding of human behaviour and mental health and have made it possible to 

approach the subject in a manner similar to other health-related subjects and issues. Using 

the currently available knowledge and skills, we can prevent many mental disorders, 

promote mental health, ameliorate the sufferings of the ones already afflicted with these 

conditions and decrease the burden on their families and communities. These efforts to 

succeed need collaboration between different sectors: health, education, the judiciary, the 

legislature and above all the media.  

 

As far as diseases are concerned, the Region is particularly faced with increasing rates 

of depression, epilepsy and suicide. Substance abuse is a major mental health and 

development problem in the Region with grave public health consequences, such as 

increasing the risk of HIV and other blood-borne infections. 

 

The Region also has success stories to report. There are countries such as Bahrain, 

Cyprus, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Tunisia where mental 
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health needs are addressed through integration of mental health into existing general 

health systems in more than one area of the country or on a nationwide basis. There are 

other countries such as Egypt, Jordan and the Republic of Yemen that have well 

sustained projects of integration of mental health in some areas. There are good examples 

of school mental health programmes in Egypt, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan and 

Tunisia.  Pakistan and Tunisia have also modernized their legislation. Sudan has worked 

on both modernizing its mental health programme and exploiting the use of traditional 

healers. Cyprus, Lebanon and Morocco provide examples of the effective use of 

nongovernmental organizations. In Afghanistan a training project was coordinated by the 

Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean in collaboration with the Islamic Republic 

of Iran and Pakistan. 

  

At the regional level, the Regional Office held a major advocacy event for mental 

health during the WHO Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean of 1997 in 

Teheran, Islamic Republic of Iran. The Region's ministers of health or their 

representatives signed a declaration in support of mental health. Then, as a follow up to 

this event, I sent a 10-item programme for the development of mental health activities to 

the countries of the Region, which were asked to choose any number of these activities 

and start their implementation.  
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Ladies and gentlemen 

 

Living in an age defined by change, symbolized by the emergence of a dominant 

culture in place of the vibrant diversity of cultures—the phenomenon we call 

globalization—we more than ever before are in need of setting up and strengthening 

institutions which empower us to make informed choices consistent with our own 

realities. 

 

Informed choice and a vibrant media are inextricably linked to the development of a 

strong civil society committed to safeguarding the rights of all its members, irrespective 

of their caste, colour or religious affiliation. The reference standard globally for a civil 

society is the care it accords to its weak and sick members. We in this Region, the cradle 

of world’s great religions and civilizations, are the proud inheritors of their traditions of 

care and compassion. We therefore have a responsibility to show the way to the world 

that we care for mentally ill members of our societies while being alive to the challenges 

of promotion of mental health and prevention of mental illnesses. The task of promoting 

values and lifestyles consistent with positive mental health imposes a duty on all of us. 

  

The media must shoulder a great responsibility with respect to promotion of health in 

general and mental health in particular. Public opinion and attitudes are most influenced 

by the collective view of the world presented by the media. Each word written in a 

newspaper, each scene shown on television, each episode in a movie and, more recently, 

each page on the internet, directly affect the way people think, feel and behave; and these 
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are the elements of mental health.  Messages conveyed through media have lasting effects 

on people's lives. This makes media work both difficult and highly responsible. The 

media can be the origin of the best messages, and it can also be the source of information 

that misleads. It is the responsibility of all of us to make sure that the great power of  the 

media is used for the benefit of the people.  

 

I say “media”, not because you are present here today, but because I feel that with the 

influence that media has come to exert on the choices we make, it is sensible for the 

health sector to forge alliances with you, extending beyond realization of mere short-term 

objectives; and I feel that this meeting should aim to achieve just that. I call on you 

therefore to identify activities for advocacy for and promotion of mental health at 

different levels in the Region in order to translate the dream of health for all into reality. 

 

In conclusion, I wish all of you a fruitful meeting and look forward to reviewing your 

recommendations, which will undoubtedly open a new chapter in the promotion of all 

areas of health, particularly mental health. 

 

                                 

 

 
 


