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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure to welcome you to this UNFPA/WHO joint regional workshop on 

guidelines for making pregnancy safer and family planning.  

At the outset, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to our partners from the 

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and our colleagues from the Department of 

Reproductive Health and Research and Department of Making Pregnancy Safer in Geneva, 

for their valuable support and contribution in bringing about this workshop. I would also like 

to extend warm welcome to the participants and to representatives of sister UN agencies and 

international organizations joining us in this endeavour.  
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This important workshop is an outgrowth of the successful, close collaboration 

between UNFPA and WHO, which resulted in the launching, last year, of the Strategic 

Partnership Programme between the two organizations. This partnership programme aims to 

promote the introduction, adaptation and adoption of practice guidelines developed by WHO 

to promote reproductive and sexual health at national and sub-national levels. The activities 

proposed within this programme are within the mandates of both UNFPA and WHO. They 

bring together key work areas of WHO and UNFPA, namely those concerned with the 

compilation of best practices and with taking evidence-based interventions into practice to 

improve reproductive health services.  

I regard this workshop with special interest as it highlights priority issues in 

reproductive health, with specific focus on technical guidelines and norms which have 

already been developed for making pregnancy safer and enhancing family planning practices 

in the community. It is an excellent opportunity for full interaction with open and free 

discussions and exchange of information, experience and advice concerning the required 

knowledge and skills and the already available technology for improving maternal health 

and reducing child mortality in countries of the Region. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Despite the international efforts and commitment to safe motherhood, and the 

remarkable efforts made by countries, progress towards achieving the goal of reducing 

maternal mortality worldwide, including the Eastern Mediterranean Region, has been slow. 

The latest estimates show that in terms of levels of maternal death, the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region comes directly after the African region. Every year in the Region, 

approximately 53 000 mothers die as a result of pregnancy-related complications. At least 10 

times more become ill or are left disabled. The health hazards that result from poor birth 

spacing, and thus from too early, too late, too close and too many pregnancies, are well 

established. If such high-risk pregnancies were prevented, it is estimated that maternal 

mortality could be reduced by up to 25%. Unfortunately, in the seven countries that 

contribute to 95% of the burden of maternal mortality in the Region, the proportion of 

married women using contraceptives averages just 26.5%, compared to 40% for the Region, 
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as a whole. Promoting family planning has been scientifically proved to be an effective 

intervention to prevent many avoidable deaths, not only among mothers, but also among 

their children.  

The United Nations Millennium Declaration set ambitious goals and targets for 

improving maternal health and promoting family planning practices, between 1990 and 

2015. However, if the present trends continue, some countries in the Region will not be able 

to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. Hence, accelerated and concerted efforts are 

urgently needed. Adoption of the WHO strategies for making pregnancy safer, and their 

implementation at country level, particularly where the levels of maternal death are still 

high, is expected to strengthen the efforts being made in Member States. Specific attention 

should be given to certain priority areas, including: strengthening health systems; improving 

knowledge and skills of health workers about early detection and management of 

complications in pregnancy and delivery; and educating women and their families about the 

risks mothers may encounter and about the appropriate actions needed should danger signals 

be identified. Critical analysis of the current situation in countries, particularly those with 

high levels of maternal mortality and the use of available knowledge and technology, are 

expected to backstop national efforts towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals, 

so that women of childbearing-age and their newborn babies have a chance to reach the 

highest possible levels of health. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The theme of the World Health Day this year is an appealing one to all: “Make every 

mother and child count”. This theme, which we have been working on in the Region for 

quite some time, also falls within the health component of the Millennium Development 

Goals. I am sure that all of you will be innovative in promoting our many achievements and 

facing the challenges in the field. Closer partnership among concerned governmental 

institutions, UN agencies and nongovernmental and international organizations is greatly 

needed to reduce maternal mortality and morbidity and to ensure care of the highest quality 

is accessible to mothers and their children.  

I wish you all the best in your efforts and a successful outcome to this workshop. 


