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 Your Excellencies, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
  

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this important event today, and to thank the 

Government of Pakistan for hosting the seventh meeting of the national officers responsible for 

health research in countries of WHO’s Eastern Mediterranean Region. The last such meeting was 

held way back in 1994. Since then, you will all agree, the world has changed a great deal. We 

have entered into the new millennium and we see today’s medical landscape undergoing a radical 

transformation. The shifting epidemiological trends in disease patterns, rapid increase in our 

populations, new and emerging health problems, advances in new technologies such as 

biotechnology offering us new horizons and hopes, the increasing commercial interests of private 

sector involvement in health, and the ever shrinking financial resources all have significant 

impact on health care. Even more so in countries under development where not only is the rich–

poor divide getting worse, but ostracization of the marginalized and the poor is on the rise.  
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In spite of significant achievements in the field of health during the past 50 years, such as 

reduction in infant mortality, improved education, better drinking water and sanitation and 

increased knowledge in disease prevention and management, the disparities in access to proper 

health care and inequities in health care provision are growing and glaringly obvious in many 

countries of our Region. To triumph over these disparities and injustices will always remain the 

defining and crucial role of health research.  

 

The central role of health research in improving health and stimulating national economic 

growth is now well established. The World Health Organization from its inception recognized the 

pivotal role played by health research in the overall development of health. WHO has, time and 

again, affirmed that all national and international health policies should be based on valid 

scientific evidence; that such evidence requires research in health; and that the application of the 

knowledge, information and technology emanating from health research has an enormous 

potential in promoting health. Thus the spirit of promotion, collaboration, coordination and 

conduct of research in health research is firmly enshrined in WHO’s Constitution.  

 

The path to progress and development for any nation is undoubtedly the one that is built 

on the foundations of research. There is accumulating evidence which clearly demonstrates the 

central role of health research in improvement of health in developing countries, and of enhanced 

economic benefits in the developed world. Unfortunately, in most developing countries, 

investment in health care and education are generally low, economies are poor and priorities are 

elsewhere. It is estimated that somewhere between 35% and 40% of all annual deaths in this 

Region occur from communicable diseases, maternal and perinatal conditions or nutritional 

deficiencies. These deaths are unnecessary and should not occur, as they are preventable. 

Statistics clearly show that this mortality rate is 6 to 7 times greater than that of the European 

Region. This is an unacceptable disparity, which we cannot afford and calls for serious action on 

our part without any further delay.  

 

The skewed and disproportionate investment in health research in developing countries is 

unfortunately one of the major root causes of the poor health status of their populations. It has 

been long known that over 90 % of global expenditure in health research is spent in developed 
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countries, which are burdened with less than 10 % of the global burden of disease. Twelve years 

ago, the Commission on Health Research for Development strongly recommended to the 

developing countries to begin investing in health research if this gap was to be reduced. The 

message has resonated in many internal forums on health research since. Last year, the report of 

the Commission on Macroeconomics and Health reiterated this need. Sadly, we note today that 

investments in health research are still far from being reasonably adequate. With a few 

exceptions, most developing counties spend well below 1% of their national health expenditure 

on health research. Estimates given by the Global Forum for Health Research speak of public 

sector expenditure on health research and development from developing countries being just 3% 

of the global research and development expenditure. Clearly, the need and urgency to change this 

trend is paramount.  

 

Ladies and gentleman, 

 

Health research in the Region generally continues to be compromised for a variety of 

reasons: lack of human and material resources, environments that are not conducive to research, 

weak research management and political support systems; and, as I have mentioned before, 

inadequate financial support. Some countries in the Region have fairly adequate research 

infrastructures, but nevertheless lack collaboration and sharing of information between different 

research institutes and between countries. 

 

In 2001, the Regional Office decided to help Member States improve their health research 

infrastructure and to revive the health research culture in the Region. Through a series of 

consultations, meetings and workshops a renewed policy for health research and development in 

the Region was drafted. The Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean endorsed the 

policy at its 48th Session in 2001. The policy recommends increased support to Member States 

and, at the same time, urges them to create favourable environments that nurture health research 

thereby contributing efficiently to the national development processes. The Committee 

recommended that 2% of the biennial budget should be allocated for health research in the 

Region. A two-year plan of action for supporting health research in the Region for the current 

biennium was prepared and approved by the Regional Office. Dr Abdur Rab will be presenting to 
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you what the renewed policy and strategy entails in greater detail, but the key elements are 

supporting regional policy and providing advice, capacity-building, supporting field research in 

priority areas and fostering international collaboration. 

 

The main purpose of this meeting is to provide a forum for the Member States to realign 

their health research policies and strategies in order to focus on problems that are a priority and to 

chart a course that will take them towards meeting future challenges. The ultimate aim, of course, 

is to bring about better and more equitable health care, through strategic policy planning and 

actions based upon research and evidence. It is in this context that the agenda and the programme 

of this meeting have been designed.  

 

The meeting begins with presentations and discussion on the analysis of health research 

systems, taking examples from the research that has been going on in five countries of the Region 

for the past two years. The objectives of this research were to identify strengths and weaknesses 

in health research systems, to determine how these weaknesses could be addressed, to stimulate 

and develop a culture of evidence-based policy change and action in health care and delivery, and 

to suggest future direction and strategies for health research in the respective countries.  

 

Inadequacy in capacities for research and development remains a major impediment for 

the developing world. Despite over three decades of efforts to build up capacity, during which 

thousands of scientists from developing countries have been trained, most of the expected 

breakthroughs have not happened. Large numbers of trained scientists are not working in their 

countries of origin. The current changing global political order is more likely to restrict, if not 

shut down completely, opportunities for research training. Building indigenous capacity for 

health research must move to centre stage as this is vital for sustainable development. Failure to 

do so will have catastrophic implications. This meeting provides you with an opportunity to 

begin thinking about addressing these issues with a sense of renewed vigour and desire. Specific 

sessions cover the different aspects of how best to stimulate improvement and development of 

national health research.  
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The meeting also focuses on the some of the major and important areas of health that are 

not only priority issues in present times, but will also continue to haunt health research systems in 

the foreseeable future with increasing intensity. These include adherence to ethics and moral 

values in health research, catching up on the advances in genetics and biotechnology and the need 

to share and use health information that is being generated at a monumentous pace in today’s 

world. The precipitous advances in the field of health sciences and biotechnology are poised to 

shape health research, care and delivery in the 21st century. Clearly, countries in our Region need 

to act fast to meet these challenges, or else the bridging of the 10/90 gap in health will remain an 

elusive dream  

    

Finally, I would like to express my thanks and acknowledgement to each one of the 

esteemed facilitators of this meeting for helping in our endeavour to build better health research 

systems. The sharing of your richness in experience and knowledge will be of great benefit to the 

participants and to us. This meeting is being held in the beautiful and historic city of Lahore, 

famous for its hospitality, unique culture, gardens and Mughal architecture. I would like to thank 

our kind hosts here in Lahore, and hope that all of you will be able to enjoy the hospitality of this 

city. I wish you a successful meeting, and look forward to the recommendations. I can assure you 

all my wholehearted support, and that of the Regional Office.  

 

Thank you.  
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