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Your Excellencies, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to this beautiful country of Oman on this 

important occasion. I would like to first of all thank His Excellency Dr Ali Bin Moosa, Minister 

of Health, for graciously accepting to host this Executive Course on Genomics and Public Health 

Policy here in Oman. We are all honoured to be here and grateful for the generous hospitality that 

His Excellency and members of his team have extended to us.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

We gather here today to deliberate on the vital issue of genomics and biotechnology. 

Advances in this technology offer revolutionary insights not only to global health care but also 

equally, and perhaps even more importantly, to related sectors such as agriculture and economics. 
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Unfortunately, many countries in the Region, like other developing countries, have thus far not 

given enough attention to this subject.      

 

The unravelling of the human genome structure and the understanding of genes and their 

functions have enabled the development of new and improved techniques for the diagnosis, 

control and prevention of not only genetic disorders, but also many communicable and 

noncommunicable diseases. The understanding of microbial genomes has pioneered inventions 

and improvements in diagnostics, and has also stimulated drug and vaccine development. Similar 

advances in agricultural biotechnology and the resulting increase food and crop production bring 

renewed hope to the millions of starving and impoverished people across the world.    

 

The study and development of genomics and biotechnology provides us with unique 

opportunities to combat ill health. New avenues for minimizing and even eliminating diseases 

have been opened. Disease prevention techniques such as carrier detection, prenatal diagnosis, 

pre-implantation diagnosis and new effective vaccines are developing fast. Highly sensitive and 

accurate diagnostic techniques and more predictive testing technologies are now available for 

prevention of diseases. An array of new and effective drugs and interventions are available to 

cure both communicable and noncommunicable diseases. With each passing day, cures for 

diseases such as malaria, tuberculosis, AIDS, diabetes and even various cancers once considered 

incurable, draw closer to becoming a reality. Research in the human genome has revolutionized 

organ transplant technology, and the role of biotechnology in reversing environmental 

degradation is now being recognized. Clearly, the technology has an enormous potential, for not 

only the developed world but more so for the developing world.              

 

However, as the genomic revolution ushers us into the era of a “new health world order”, we 

must recognize that along with its promise, the social implications will also be very broad. 

Biotechnology perhaps cannot solve the deep-rooted problems such as poverty for those who live 

under US$ 1–2 per day, whose main needs are clean drinking-water, food, shelter and livelihood. 

Genomics is inherently controversial because of its central role in issues such as reproduction, 

race, privacy and finance. Alarms have already been raised about eugenics, cloning, 

discrimination and genetic determination. Even without genomics we are witnessing technical 
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abuses such as prenatal sex selection in some societies. The development of genetically modified 

foods, so called “Frankenfoods”, and creation of “biological Frankensteins” are real public health 

concerns and worries.  Critical social questions, such as whether the new technologies for reading 

our genetic constitution will challenge our identities, our fundamental rights to privacy or our 

freedom from discrimination, loom largely unanswered. Cloning of animal species is now an 

established technology. Serious consequences of these experiments are coming to light as well. It 

remains to be seen whether these are technological flaws or nature’s way of responding to those 

who tamper with it!  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

In the recent past the Regional Office has been actively engaged in raising this issue. In 

2002, the Regional Consultative Committee recommended affirmative action for development of 

biotechnology and bioethics in the Region. The same year, the Regional Advisory Committee for 

Health Research, in its 20th session, extensively debated bioethics and biotechnology 

development in the Region and made strong recommendations to policy-makers in Member 

countries to take necessary action to develop capacities for promoting the use of genetics and 

biotechnology. Specifically emphasized was the need for providing support to developing 

resources, raising awareness regarding ethical, social and legal issues among communities and 

stakeholders and identifying specific areas of health which may benefit from biotechnology 

developments.  

 

Of paramount importance is the need to develop relevant human and institutional 

infrastructure to support biotechnology. This must be coupled with measures to create enabling 

environments in which highly qualified scientists can perform. Countries with the most 

intellectual resources achieve the highest rates of economic growth and development of science 

and technology. A recently published report from one Member State illustrates these issues. The 

country spent almost 100 times its per capita income on each of the 116 candidates for doctoral 

level training abroad in the area of health sciences over a 7 to 8 year period. Just over half could 

be traced in the country, and many were not working in the area they had trained in. This is a 

classic picture in most developing countries, and one that must be reversed. The only way to do 
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so is through strong political action to put into place practices and policies that respect and 

reward trained scientists. Without political will and concerted action, the industrialized countries 

will continue to grab the lion’s share of human resources from the developing world.  The need 

for developing human resources in genetics and biotechnology is, by far, the most acute. The 

diversity of its science, the associated social, legal and ethical ramifications, issues of intellectual 

property rights, trade, bio-informatics, large-scale opportunities for research and development of 

products are complex but inter-related components and products of biotechnology. We need to 

learn from developing countries such as Brazil, China, Cuba and India, which have understood 

the value of the emerging science of biotechnology and are now competing with the 

industrialized world. Building and retaining indigenous capacity for genetics and biotechnology 

must become a priority, as this is vital for sustainable development.  Failure to do so will have 

catastrophic implications. Clearly, countries in the Region need to act fast to meet these 

challenges, otherwise bridging the 10/90 gap in health will remain an elusive dream. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

The ongoing debate in the World Trade Organization’s Council on Trade-Related Aspects 

of Intellectual Property Right, or TRIPS, on the implementation of various articles of Doha 

Declaration on TRIPS and Public Health has raised serious concerns on the availability of new 

drugs, including those that may result from genomic and proteomic research, to developing 

countries. The controversy over the actual cost of research and development of new drug entities 

has added to the concerns over lack of transparency. Although compulsory licensing can 

contribute to better availability of new drugs to countries facing public health emergencies, its  

effectiveness may be hindered by several factors, including lack of production capabilities and 

necessary technological proficiency. 

 

One possible way to ensure medicine for all is the establishment of global fund managed 

by WHO that could negotiate and buy patent rights of new drugs for developing countries. The 

fund would take into consideration the reasonable cost of new innovations and the share of 

developing countries in the global market, which is usually less than 10%. The fund could also 

cover the cost of contracting research studies on new drugs for diseases of developing countries 
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that may not attract the interest of multinational drug companies, and provide funds for capacity-

building in developing countries in areas of new technology including genomics and proteomics 

research. 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
The agenda for this meeting is comprehensive, yet specific. Equity, justice and fairness  

appear to be the overarching principles of this debate. Ethical and legal matters, issues of 

intellectual property rights and trade, and policy development and networking will take centre 

stage alongside discussions on science.  This gathering will provide the basis of a road map for 

countries of the Region to take the steps necessary to harness biotechnology towards better and 

more equitable health care. All countries need to consider and identify areas of human and 

pathogen genomics that have developed to a stage where they have direct clinical or public health 

impact. They need to ascertain how such technologies can be effectively developed and utilized 

without major increases in health expenditure. The technology should not be forced at the 

expense of effective and proven conventional approaches to disease control. 

 
   This meeting is in many ways a landmark event. It provides an opportunity for senior 

policy-makers, scientists, geneticists, health managers and members from related sectors and civil 

society from the Region to discuss and debate this issue. The outcome of this meeting will largely 

determine the policies, strategic directions and actions of Member States and the Regional Office 

for biotechnology research and development. I am confident that the distinguished participants 

gathered here will be able to recommend the actions necessary and appropriate to advance 

biotechnology within our social and cultural contexts.  

 
 Finally, it is my hope that this meeting will galvanize stakeholders at both country and 

regional level to take full advantage of the power of biotechnology to improve the health and 

social well-being of our peoples. The 21st century will witness dramatic developments in 

biological sciences. No country can afford not to invest in this technology. Failure to do so will 

widen the global health gap at a rate never seen before.  I would like to thank the esteemed 

facilitators from the University of Toronto and from other institutions, from both within and 

outside the Region, for supporting our efforts. I wish all of you success and assure you of my full 

support and cooperation. Thank you.     
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