
 
 

 
 

In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful 

 

Address by 

  

DR HUSSEIN A. GEZAIRY 

REGIONAL DIRECTOR 

WHO EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN REGION 

on the 

JOINT MEETING OF WHO LIBRARIANS AND INTERREGIONAL 

COMMITTEE ON POLICY AND COORDINATION OF PUBLICATIONS 

EMRO, Cairo, 24–28 November 2002 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to EMRO today. It is always a 

special pleasure to welcome our WHO colleagues to Cairo. We have participants from all 

the regional offices as well as headquarters, the International Agency for Research on 

Cancer, the Latin American and Caribbean Center on Health Sciences Information and 

the Regional Centre for Environmental Health Activities  

Almost exactly 10 years ago, in November 1992, EMRO hosted the first meeting 

of the Interregional Committee on Policy and Coordination of Publications, in 

Alexandria. All the Regions and headquarters participated and were represented by the 

heads of publications units. In the course of the past decade, WHO has seen considerable 
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change in the way it approaches its work in all areas, and the headquarters and regional 

publications programmes are no exception. We have only to compare the list of 

participants of that first meeting with the current one to see that change reflected. Today 

we are host to a range of specialists in the field of information management, production 

and dissemination. This is also the first time that both librarians and publishing specialists 

have officially met jointly, although librarians have been variously represented at the 

meetings of the Interregional Committee over the years.  

There are, of course, a number of factors driving our change in approaches, 

including budgetary considerations and technological factors. Above all is the increasing 

recognition of the integrated nature of information management and dissemination, a 

characteristic that has always been true but which is facilitated and enhanced by the 

technological tools now available to us. There are pitfalls, of course, not least that 

relating to the human tendency to be impressed and distracted by form. The most 

significant example of both this integration and of our ability to distract ourselves from 

what is most important is the internet, which combines both information technology 

issues and content issues. Most users of information do not differentiate between these 

two inherent aspects of the internet. Thus, the quality of many international databases is 

often judged according to the functionality of the database rather than its content. The 

form information takes, whether that be an electronic or a print medium, can greatly 

affect the way action is applied on the content. We must not, however, lose sight of the 

fact that in the long term, content is more important than form. The purpose of the 

medium is simply to communicate and transmit the information to target users, although 

choosing the right medium, or carrier, and ensuring quality and functionality can be 

crucial to that purpose. But a high quality carrier is no compensation for poor quality 

content. 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

One of your recommendations at last year’s Interregional Committee meeting in 

Copenhagen was that WHO offices should ensure the functional integrity of all units 

responsible for information management. Certainly in EMRO we have taken positive 
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steps in this regard, marrying, indeed re-marrying after a short divorce, the various 

components of information production. You also recommended that there should be 

much greater coordination between IT departments, technical programmes and 

information managers to develop, maintain and support applications for technical 

information management. It is interesting to note that ten years ago the programme of the 

first meeting of the Interregional Committee included an item, proposed by EURO, on 

the support that in-house informatics services can offer the pub lications sector. Here in 

EMRO we have, for several years now, benefited enormously from the decision to locate 

IT within the domain of health information support. Let us not forget that IT stands for 

information technology; in other words technology supports the provision of information. 

Needs assessment, research, writing, preparation of content, presentation and access are 

all facilitated by technology. Our experience has shown that technology is better applied 

and becomes more purposeful when it is brought closer to the domain of information 

management. Systems are developed with the full participation and involvement of the 

user. The user in fact controls the way information is utilized. 

Colleagues, 

One area in which the WHO regional offices can be particularly supportive of 

countries is in encouraging the translation of WHO documents into local languages. 

Since my tenure as Regional Director I have been particularly keen to ensure that WHO 

publications, in particular our regional publications, are trans lated, not only into Arabic, 

which is of course of immense interest and importance, but also into other languages of 

the Region, such as Dari, French, Pashto, Somali, Farsi and Urdu. To date some of our 

publications in the Health Education through Religion series have been translated into 

nine languages. Our web site will very soon be available in full in both Arabic and 

English and the plan is maintain it as a bilingual site, applying the same quality control 

methods for both languages. 

At the global level there have been a number of developments recently that I think 

have tremendous potential, and indeed I commend the work of headquarters in 

developing these initiatives. I refer particularly to the GIFT and HINARI projects. GIFT 
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– or Global Information Full Text – is a project that provides access to health and 

biomedical information for WHO field offices. This means that field staff, regardless of 

their geographical location, can have equal access to information. Bridging this 

information access gap will enable the Organization to ensure that all its staff can pursue 

life- long and continuous education. WHO is a knowledge-based organization and an 

organization that counts on its human capital. 

I think we have all followed the development of HINARI with interest, and 

excitement indeed. This project is a wonderful example of WHO collaboration with the 

private sector and the publishing community in particular. It aims to provide access to 

key biomedical journals to developing countries, in all regions. Three of the least 

developed countries from this Region have already benefited from this initiative. Many 

others will benefit in the second phase. The Regional Office has expressed its 

commitment to supporting the initiative through technical support, infrastructure and 

training of national staff. I very much hope that the obstacles currently excluding two 

countries of the Region from the project, despite meeting the “qualifying” criteria, 

namely Egypt and Pakistan, will eventually be overcome through advocacy on their 

behalf. 

Colleagues, 

One of the very important benefits of a meeting such as this, apart from allowing 

us to develop common policies in areas of joint interest and to promote collaboration, 

networking and information exchange, is ultimately to reinforce the unity of WHO. We 

are one WHO and we have common aims, if sometimes with different approaches 

according to specific needs. However, one area I think we need to reinforce in this regard 

as information producers is ensuring that when WHO speaks as a global entity targeting a 

global audience, our information products are truly global in approach. For example, as a 

region, we have observed that the WHO website, which is an information product in itself 

as well as a host for information, does not in fact reflect WHO as a whole, only 

headquarters. It is not truly global in approach and outlook. We also need to ensure 

greater unity in technical content. There should be synergy between what we say in WHO 
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information products and what we do, both globally and between regions. This entails 

greater collaboration in development of products, through peer review particularly.  

Looking into your agenda with its wide range of issues to be discussed in plenary, 

parallel and videoconference sessions, I am confident that your discussions will lead to 

better understanding of these issues and to reaching consensus on common vision and 

plans of action. 

Despite the many changes that have occurred in recent years, the business of this 

group remains essentially the same: what info rmation does the world need from WHO? 

What information do we need to convey to the world? And how can we best convey that 

information? Let me wish you well in your meeting. I look forward to seeing the outcome 

and recommendations. I hope you will also find  time to see a little of Cairo in all its 

historical and cultural diversity and richness, particularly in this season of spirituality and 

festivity. 

 


