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POLICY DIRECTION CONCERNING THE ESTABLISHMENT OF 
CENTRES OF THE REGIONAL OFFICE IN COUNTRIES 

Acting on an enquiry from a Member State, the fifty-ninth session of the Regional 

Committee for the Western Pacific considered an agenda item on "policy direction 

concerning the establishment of centres of the Regional Office". The Chairperson requested 

the Secretariat to do further analysis on the question of whether WHO should establish 

centres of the Regional Office in countries and present a proposal to the sixtieth session of 

the Regional Committee. 

The Secretariat considered the experiences of two other WHO regions. The centres 

of the Regional Office for Europe (five centres) and the Regional Office for the Americas 

(seven centres) undoubtedly perform important work which is of high quality.  However, 

their experience shows that there are advantages and disadvantages in establishing such 

centres in terms of funding and the potential usefulness of the centres in furthering the work 

of WHO in the region. 

The analysis conducted by the Secretariat indicates that there are significant risks 

associated with establishing a centre of the Regional Office in another country in the 

Western Pacific Region, but there are few potential benefits. 

The Regional Committee is requested to review this document. If there is agreement 

with the findings and analysis presented, no further action needs to be taken by the Regional 

Office concerning establishing centres of the Regional Office in countries. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The fifty-ninth session of the Regional Committee for the Western Pacific considered an 

agenda item on "policy direction concerning the establishment of centres of the Regional Office". 

This matter arose from an enquiry from a Member State in the Region as to the policy of the WHO 

Regional Office for the Western Pacific on the establishment of WHO centres in Member States. As 

there was neither a regional policy nor a global policy, this matter was placed on the agenda of the 

Regional Committee. At the conclusion of the discussion, the Chairperson requested the Secretariat to 

do further analysis on the question of whether WHO should establish centres of the Regional Office in 

countries and present a proposal to the sixtieth session of the Regional Committee. 

The Secretariat has again reviewed the experiences of two other regions, both of which have 

established centres of the Regional Office in Member States, namely the Regional Office for Europe 

(five centres) and the Regional Office for the Americas (seven centres). The experience from these 

regions is mixed.  This is analysed in the succeeding paragraphs in the context of the current medium-

term strategic plan and the financing arrangements for the programme budget. 

2. GEOGRAPHICALLY DISPERSED OFFICES IN OTHER REGION S 

2.1  Regional Office for the Americas 

The forty-sixth Directing Council of the Regional Office for the Americas/Pan American 

Health Organization considered the strategy for the future of the Pan American Centres.   The prime 

justification for a centre has been as a way to achieve the Pan American Health Organization's 

programme objectives.  There are seven Pan American centres and technical institutes, which are 

regional or subregional, in six countries. During the Pan American Health Organization's six decades 

of existence, there have been up to 13 centres, with six having been disestablished. 

The Pan American Centres have been an important element of PAHO/AMRO's technical 

cooperation but also the object of study, much intense debate and detailed resolutions by the 

Governing Bodies for several decades. The centres are highly varied in origin, history and function, 

with many critical issues concerning their governance, financing, technical mandate and support to 

countries remaining unresolved. In recent years, the trend has been to reduce the number of centres, 
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and the Governing Bodies have encouraged the Regional Director to transfer the centres to the host 

government or groups of governments.  

A basic feature of the Pan American Centres has been the existence of a collaborative 

agreement with the host country, which commits to providing the site, basic services, equipment and 

essential support services for the operation and maintenance of the centre. This commitment requires 

a substantial investment on the part of the host country, and a number of centres have had chronic 

difficulties in funding their operations. 

2.2 WHO Regional Office for Europe 

In the European Region, the Regional Office has had geographically dispersed offices (GDOs) 

since 1991. GDOs constitute a fully integrated part of the Regional Office for Europe and its 

programmes, but are physically located outside Copenhagen. They implement the WHO programme 

budget for the European Region and are assigned to specific strategic objectives. Currently, there are 

five such offices covering a variety of technical areas.  

In 2004, a strategy was adopted by the Regional Committee for Europe following a review of 

GDOs in 2002, 2003 and 2004. The strategy defines the guidelines for establishing and managing 

GDOs, including the form of agreement, the required resources, staffing, a scientific board, 

monitoring and evaluation, and relations with the host country and other countries. The strategy states 

that the prime reason for establishing any technical centre outside Copenhagen should be to enable the 

Regional Office to strengthen priority areas that are insufficiently funded by attracting additional 

resources, such as voluntary funds and in-kind contributions. The programme area of a GDO should 

be a priority area of the Regional Office, along with a potential for achieving technical excellence and 

establishing a wide partnership. Before establishing any technical centre outside the Regional Office, 

the proposal needs to be submitted to the Standing Committee of the Regional Committee. If the 

establishment of a GDO is considered appropriate, an in-depth analysis is conducted. 

Sustainability of funding is the key issue for the GDOs, but there has also been much 

discussion about removing priority programmes from the Regional Office and the impact that it would 

have on the integration and coordination of the programme of work in the Region. 
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3. WHO in the Western Pacific Region 

3.1 WHO’s Presence and its Medium Term Strategic Plan 2008–2013 

In the Western Pacific Region, WHO's presence is based at the Regional Office located in 

Manila and is supported by 15 country offices, three of which cover more than one country or area. 

The South Pacific office based in Suva, Fiji, operates as a subregional office for the Pacific with 

intercountry programmes for the Pacific largely supported from this office through a broad range of 

technical staff. 

The Regional Office in Manila is structured around three technical divisions: namely the 

divisions of combating communicable diseases; building healthy communities and populations; and 

health sector development. There is also a division of administration and finance and the office of the 

Director, Programme Management. 

Country offices perform core functions of the Organization with focus on "providing technical 

support, catalysing change, and building sustainable institutional capacity". 

The other principal form of WHO collaboration at the country level are the WHO collaborating 

centres of which there are 177 in the Region. The centres cover all areas of work of the Organization. 

The Organization's policies and procedures relating to collaborating centres recently have been 

updated so that their work is more closely linked to that of the medium-term strategic plan and the 

programme budget.  

For the Medium Term Strategic Plan commencing 2008, the organization of the programme 

budget was changed from 38 areas of work to 13 strategic objectives. This has facilitated a more 

integrated and cross-cutting style of internal collaboration in the Regional Office.  

The cost of maintaining WHO's country presence is large. In 2008–2009, US$ 12.47 million 

was budgeted for the country offices to cover services and core staff from assessed contributions. The 

majority of technical staff is funded from voluntary contributions. The relative costs of having offices 

in countries are variable. In this regard, Manila is considered a relatively low-cost centre. 

For the proposed 2010–2011 programme budget, 27% of funds will come from assessed 

contributions and the remainder from voluntary contributions.  
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4.  FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The centres of the Regional Office in Europe, as well as in the Americas, undoubtedly perform 

important work which is of high quality.  However, the experience shows that there are advantages 

and disadvantages in establishing centres of the Regional Office in countries in terms of funding and 

their potential usefulness in furthering the work of WHO in the region. 

4.1 Impact on WHO's work 

A potential advantage in establishing such centres is the expectation that they will achieve 

technical excellence in a priority area and expand partnerships beyond that which would occur if the 

programme were based solely in the Regional Office.  However, one disadvantage is the potential risk 

that coherence and consistency of the work carried out by WHO may be compromised. 

4.2 Funding 

The principal advantage of these centres is that they may attract additional funding, primarily 

from the host country, which would not otherwise have come to WHO. However, a programme that 

receives substantial funding from one donor for establishing a centre may discourage other donors 

from supporting that programme. 

The sustainability of funding is also an issue. A 10-year commitment from the host country is 

recommended when a centre is established.   Also, there is a financial cost to the Regional Office of 

supporting an office located in another country, for example travel of staff, communications and the 

costs of meetings. 

Our analysis indicates that there are significant risks associated with establishing a centre of the 

Regional Office in another country in the Region, but there are few potential benefits. 
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5. ACTION PROPOSED 

The Regional Committee is requested to review this document. If there is agreement with the 

findings and analysis presented, no further action will be taken by the Regional Office concerning 

establishing centres of the Regional Office in countries. 


