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Excellency, Distinguished Guests and Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my great pleasure to welcome you to this Regional Consultative Meeting on 

the Development Trends of Occupational Health and Safety in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region: Current Status and Perspectives and to extend my thanks and deep sense of 

gratitude to his Excellency Dr Mohamed Eyad Chatty, Minister of Health, who has 

kindly agreed to host this meeting in the beautiful and historical city of Damascus.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We in the Regional Office strongly believe that a healthy workforce is vital for 

sustainable social and economic development at all levels, and that the workforce is a key 

target population for health policies.  

WHO policy since its foundation has always included elements of occupational 

health issues. Key WHO documents, including the WHO Constitution, the Declaration of 

Alma-Ata on Primary Health Care, the Health for All Strategy, the general programmes 

of work, resolutions of the World Health Assembly, WHO’s Global Healthy Work 

Approach, the meetings of the network of WHO collaborating centres in occupational 

health, the WHO global strategy for occupational health for all, as well as the Executive 

Board, the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean Region and other Regional 

Committees, have all emphasized the need to protect and promote health and safety at 

work through the prevention and control of hazards in the work environment and through 

the promotion of health and the work capacity of working people. 

Making working conditions safe and healthy is in the interest of workers, 

employers and government, as well as of the public and of the environment at large. 

Although it seems simple and obvious, this idea has not yet gained meaningful universal 

recognition. Unfortunately, although effective occupational health and safety 

programmes have improved the conditions of work in some sectors, a number of hazards 

such as chemical and biological agents, ergonomic factors and psychosocial stress, in 

addition to occupational accidents, still continue to cause occupational and work-related 

diseases and injuries throughout the world. In some economic sectors and in some 

countries, occupational health indicators show even worse trends than in the past. 

Although the transfer of new technology has had a positive impact on development 

overall, the transfer of hazardous technologies, substances and materials to developing 

countries, which have insufficient capacity to deal with associated hazards, constitutes a 

threat both to the health of workers and the environment. It has been estimated that two-

thirds of the workers of the world still work in conditions that do not meet the minimum 

standards set by International Labour Organization (ILO).  



 3

In addition, these countries, which still employ the majority of the workforce in 

agriculture, face occupational health problems that are different from those experienced 

in the industrialized countries. In some of these countries the occupational hazards are 

aggravated by numerous non-occupational factors, such as parasitic and infectious 

diseases, poor hygiene and sanitation, poor nutrition, poverty and illiteracy.  

Small-scale industrial and service enterprises, which are widespread in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region, often have few resources, heavy workloads and multiple 

tasks for each worker. Work usually takes place in an environment that does not meet the 

required standards. Family members of the workers, including children, pregnant women 

and elderly people, share the work in small-scale enterprises, such as home industries, 

small farms and cottage industries. In such situations, most workplace exposures also 

affect family members because most of the time is spent in the combined home and work 

environment.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Capacity-building and strengthening of national policies, strategies and plans of 

action on occupational health and safety are important aspects of WHO support to the 

countries of the Region. The development of relevant legislative and administrative 

provisions and strengthening of occupational health services have been the focus of such 

collaboration. Attention is also being given to the areas of health workforce development, 

promotion of research activities and development of intersectoral collaboration and 

partnership.  

Recently, WHO has supported several important activities in the Region that have 

a direct bearing on occupational health and safety; support was provided for an in-depth 

study of occupational health trends in the Region, which was crucial in sensitizing 

partners at national level to the importance of occupational health and sustainable 

development. Eleven countries have developed national profiles on occupational health 

and safety according to a WHO regional questionnaire, and priority areas have been 

identified at national level.  



 4

This consultative meeting aims at reviewing the regional situation analysis 

according to that study; identifying best approaches for reviving occupational health 

programmes and services in the Eastern Mediterranean countries’ and developing an 

outline regional strategy and plan of action for occupational health for the next decade.  

I am sure that the national experts and key technical personnel responsible for 

occupational health and safety in their countries who are participating in this meeting will 

enrich the deliberations and discussions with their wisdom, knowledge and experiences. 

Through analysis of the ongoing national efforts and existing programmes and services as 

well as review of the available data and information, I am confident that you will be able 

to identify the priority needs and points of strength and weakness, and to develop a 

comprehensive set of action-oriented recommendations. 

Dear Colleagues, 

Let me take this opportunity to thank our partners from ILO, the Arab Labour 

Organization and the Arab Institute for Occupational Health and Safety who, hand in 

hand, extend efforts to protect and promote the health of working population in our 

region. Hopefully, our joint efforts will be strengthened in the near future, especially, 

after the successful workshop to develop unified a country profile on occupational health 

and safety in Egypt, held two weeks ago in Cairo.  

I wish you the best of success in this endeavour. 


