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 Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the third Meeting of the Regional Technical 

Advisory Group for Poliomyelitis Eradication (RTAG). I wish to express gratitude to the TAG 

members for their continuous valuable guidance on the poliomyelitis eradication activities in the 

Region. I wish also to welcome representatives of the polio partner agencies who were able to 

participate, specifically UNICEF and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and 

Rotary International. I wish also to welcome colleagues from WHO headquarters and the Regional 

Office for Africa and field staff from the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 
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Dear Colleagues, 

A lot of developments have occurred in polio eradication in the Region since your last 

meeting. In the remaining endemic countries, namely Pakistan, Afghanistan and Egypt, there is 

evidence of reduction of virus transmission and diversity. The number of cases reported from 

Pakistan in 2004 was 53, representing about 50% of those reported in 2003 and so far in 2005 only 

10 cases have been reported. Afghanistan reported 4 cases in 2004 and 3 cases so far in 2005. Egypt 

reported its last case in May 2004 and the last positive environmental sample was in early January 

2005.  

However, the regional programme faced a setback with the occurrence of an epidemic in 

Sudan starting in May 2004 due to imported virus from Nigeria through Chad and resulting so far in 

a total of 152 cases. The epidemic seems to have been brought under control and no cases have been 

identified during the past 4 weeks. From Sudan the virus reached Saudi Arabia causing two cases in 

November and December 2004 with no secondary spread. It was also introduced from Sudan to 

Yemen early in 2005 resulting in a serious epidemic with, so far, 264 cases.  

While these epidemics were triggered by the imported virus from Nigeria, the spread was 

facilitated by population movements and accumulation of susceptibles resulting from the stopping 

of supplementary immunization activities and low routine immunization coverage. These incidents 

have highlighted several important lessons. The first is that the risk of importations will continue 

until all reservoirs of poliovirus are cleared. The second lesson is that high population immunity 

represents the main guard against virus spread. Nevertheless, what happened should not prevent us 

from acknowledging the immediate response taken by national authorities, the excellent work in the 

laboratory network and the great support of partners, in addressing the situation.   

During your meeting you will have time to discuss the epidemiologic situation in detail and 

the regional plan to implement the various strategies for polio eradication.  
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Dear Colleagues, 

The pressing priority now in the Region is to interrupt poliovirus transmission in the 

remaining endemic countries and to stop circulation in the re-infected countries. It is also crucial to 

ensure preparedness to address importation and prevent epidemic spread in the other polio-free 

countries. In this regard, we are intensifying activities all over the Region, particularly in Djibouti 

and Somalia to guard against reintroduction of the virus from neighbouring infected countries.  

I wish to take this opportunity to call on all remaining infected countries, not only in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region but in other regions, to urgently make every effort to achieve 

interruption of virus transmission in order to protect the achievements and realize the global goal of 

eradication of poliomyelitis. 

Dear Colleagues, 

Once again, I wish to express my sincere gratitude to all of you for sparing the time from 

your busy schedules to participate in this important meeting and for your efforts in support of 

regional polio eradication activities. I wish you a fruitful meeting with constructive deliberations, 

and I look forward to your recommendations. 

 It remains for me to wish you a pleasant stay in Cairo.  


