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Distinguished Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

 It is my pleasure to welcome you to WHO’s Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean and I would like to thank you for taking time out of your work and other 

commitments, to be with us here today. I hope that your contributions to this important 

consultation will be of high value, not only to the Regional Office, but also perhaps more 

significantly to the World Summit on Health Research scheduled later in the year.  

The World Health Organization recognizes the pivotal role of research in the overall 

development of health. Time and again, WHO has 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 serves as a strong stimulus for promoting and influencing health.  
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Today, the world has become a global village. Our ways of life have been transformed in 

so many ways, and that also includes our current thinking, perceptions and approaches to health. 

Yet, the hurricane of advancements in science and technology blowing over the world has barely 

touched the vast majority of the population of our global village. Vast numbers of people still die 

needlessly from hunger, extreme poverty, conflict and, most of all, disease. As the world has 

shrunk, so the disparities between the fortunate and the less fortunate have grown by enormous 

proportions. In our global village of today, the understanding, perceptions and distribution of 

fairness, equity, justice, knowledge, wealth, power, and health are all skewed. The poor account 

for 85% of the population and 92% of the disease burden, yet less than 10% of world’s resources 

are used to meet the health needs for over 90% of its population. The big challenge for scientists, 

researchers, policy-makers and indeed the society is how to reverse this situation.  

 

Over 90% of the population of the Eastern Mediterranean Region lives in countries that 

are either low-income or middle-income, as defined by global economic ranking parameters and 

indicators. Several countries suffer from protracted conflict and crisis, while many others are also 

plagued with numerous other problems and challenges in their efforts to deliver quality health 

care to their people. Heavy disease burdens, changes in lifestyles, limited ability in management 

and planning, and lack of overall political support and priority for health services severely 

impede the achievement of equitable health care services in the Region. The issues are not only 

diseases, or health problems, but also include epidemiological transitions, health sector reforms, 

rapidly emerging new technologies for prevention, disparities in financial allocation in health and 

research, the relationship between macroeconomics and health, world trade, and issues of parity, 

equity and justice. The challenge is therefore of a far greater in magnitude than ever before. It is 

in this context that the role of health research must be defined.  

At the Millennium Summit in September 2000, world leaders adopted the United Nations 

Millennium Declaration, stemming from which was a global resolve to attain a set of millennium 

development goals by 2015. There are already concerns regarding the progress towards 

attainment of these goals. One important reason for this is the lack of partnership between 

developed and developing countries in science and technology. The United Nations established a 

task force to suggest how science and technology might be employed more effectively to meet 
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the millennium development goals. Among the key recommendations of the task force are first: 

support to tertiary education as a developmental priority, and second to create enhanced science 

advisory capacities within the United Nations. Member States of the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region who are signatories to the Millennium Declaration must ensure that the targets are met. 

The key challenge therefore is to take appropriate action now to develop the appropriate 

technologies and put them into wide use in order to reach the goals by 2015. 

One major impediment to health research and development in developing countries is the 

lack of capacities and resources. Despite over three decades of efforts to build capacities, 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 

close completely, opportunities for research training. Therefore, building indigenous capacity for 

health research must move to centre stage. This is vital for sustainable development, and failure 

to do so will have severe implications. It is therefore extremely important to ensure that the funds 

for research are allocated to addressing priorities, and are channelled towards the most important 

health conditions and determinants. The challenge is to develop and apply methods and indicators 

within our countries that will allow the decision-makers to focus on targets, and therefore better 

allocate funds to support health research and development. Innovative approaches have to be 

developed in order to improve the ability of our health systems to develop.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Over the past several years, we at EMRO have been engaged very closely with the 

community through development initiatives such as the basic development needs programme, 

and the healthy villages and healthy cities programmes. Our approach is driven by the recognition 

of the crucial link between poverty and health, or rather ill health. The strategic direction is 

towards improvement in quality of life in which the focus on health is just one, but an important 

component. It is a process which integrates social and economic development through 

community involvement, to ultimately promote self-reliance among the people. The strategy has 

demonstrated distinct health, social and economic improvements where it has been implemented. 
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Improvement in nutritional status and immunization rates, decline in infant mortality rates and 

reduction in infectious diseases and their complications have been witnessed. In the social sector 

increased awareness of disease, improved literacy, cleaner environments and improvements in 

drinking water and sanitation are some of the successful outcomes. The initiatives have instilled 

self-reliance, self-pride and empowerment of women. There is need to draw lessons from such 

community-based programmes and to apply them more broadly within different social, cultural, 

geographic and ethnic environments as we endeavour to reach the millennium development 

goals. 

 

I have referred to the international summit on health research which will take place in 

November with the purpose of defining how national health research can be steered appropriately 

to help attain the millennium development goals by 2015. Health research is one link, an 

important link, in the national health system chain. It serves as a health system driver by 

producing knowledge and providing the evidence needed to guide sustainable development. The 

Member States of this Region have already collectively agreed that health research and 

development needs support and strengthening and have taken action to allocate 2% of the 

regional biennial budget to health research and development. A programme to support regional 

health research has been underway for the past two years.  

This consultation provides us with a useful opportunity for a collective debate and 

discussion on how best to define priorities, put the knowledge to use in order to bridge the gap 

between knowing and doing, secure donor commitment by bringing interested donors on board, 

and launch concerted efforts within our Region. I wish you success in your deliberations and look 

forward to your recommendations. Finally, let me thank you again and I hope that you will have 

a pleasant stay in Cairo.  

Thank you.  

 

 


