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In pursuance of the Resolution (EM/RC29A/R.6) passed by the Sub-Committee A of 

the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean, at its 29th Session held in 

October 1979, dealing with the Regional Biomedical Research Programme, a summary of 

the Research Activities sponsored by WHO in the Region during the last two years 

(1 July 1979 to 30 June 1981) is being presented. 

The Regional Programme for Biomedical and Health Services Research has now be

come an important component of the Organization's collaborative efforts with its 

Member States. The activities undertaken so far, and those planned for the future, 

reflect an improved understanding of the national needs for research, with regard to 

capability building for research as well as in relation to diseases' prevention and 

control and development of health services. 

II REGIONAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH(EM/ACMR) 

The EM/ACMR was established in 1976. Its responsibility is to advise the Re

gional Director on regional research policy and priorities, strengthening research 

capabilities in Member States and on relevant scientific aspects. The Committee 

has continued to playa pivotal role in the development of the Regional Research 

Programme. It met twice during the period under review, and reviewed the progress 

of various WHO-sponsored research activities being undertaken-in collaboration with 

national scientists. 

The Committee has now also started to review and advise on the research needs 

of the various technical programmes of the Organization. Programmes reviewed so 

far include those of Nutrition, Malaria, Mental Health and Cancer. These reviews 

have helped in stimulating the development of a research component within the tech

nical programmes. 

III REGIONAL RESEARCH GRANTS AND RESEARCH TRAINING AWARDS 

During the last two years a number of applications for regional research grants 

have been received and reviewed. Of these twelve have been funded. Reports on the 

projects carried out under these grants are reflected in different sections of this 

report. 



EM/RC30(81) /10 
page 2 

The research training awards funded by EMRO are intended to enable research 

workers in the Region to spend a period of about six to twelve weeks working in an 

institution or laboratory within or outside the Region, to acquire a particular re

search skill or technique related to an ongoing or proposed research study. Twenty

one such awards have been made, eighteen for Health Services Research Training and 

three to learn techniques in malacology, enzyme immunoassays and hormone receptor 

assays respectively • 

It is expected that, with improved delineation of the research needs of the 

various technical progrrummes and dissemination of information about the Regional 

WHO mechanisms for supporting research, an increasing number of research grants and 

research training awards will be funded in the coming years. 

IV WHO COLLABORATING CENTRES 

Under the existing WHO policy and strategy for technical collaboration, WHO 

Collaborating Centres are seen as a means to strengthen the countries' resources in 

terms of information, services, research and training in support of national health 

development. 

At present thirty-four WHO Collaborating Centres are located in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. Recently three more Centres have been designated, i.e. the 

Regional Training Centre for Malaria and VBC in Baghdad; the Collaborating Centre 

for Reference Services in Clinical Chemistry in Riyad, and the Collaborating Centre 

for Training and Research On Malaria and Arthropod-borne diseases in Cairo. 

Efforts are continuing to identify selected centres in the Region and to pro

vide them necessary assistance in order to develop their capabilities for possible 

future designation as WHO Collaborating Centres. 

V TRAINING PROGRAMME IN RESEARCH MANAGEMENT 

A major drawback in the development of research in the countries of the Region 

is the lack of scientists and administrators well-versed in managing research pro-

grammes and research centres. Expertise in research management is considered to 

be necessary, esp_ecially in order to make the best use of the limited resources 

available for medical research in the &egion and to ensure that such resources are 
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allocated on the basis of sound priorities for the solution of the major health 

problems prevailing in the countries. WHO convened a consultation, held in 

September 1980, to advise on the organization of a training programme on research 

management. As a result of its recommendations, a Workshop was held in Islamabad 

in April 1981 and was attended by fourteen participants from four countries in the 

Region. The participants included health professionals holding senior posts and 

responsibilities for research in the Ministries of Health, health training insti

tutions and Medi~al Research Councils. 

The topics covered during this Workshop were: organization of research at the 

national and institutional levels; research planning; evaluation of research pro

posals and scientific activities; staff promotion and development; research infor

mation, and management techniques applicable to medical research. 

During the Workshop, the participants were involved in two major case studies, 

one dealing with the assessment of scientific activities, and the other· with the 

preparation and evaluation of research proposals. 

The Workshop will be followed by National T.Jorkshops, including some at 

institutional level. A Manual to assist in conducting these workshops is under 

preparation. 

VI RESEARCH MANPOWER 

The subject of research manpower and the creation of an adequate career struc

ture for research workers in developing countries has assumed considerable import

ance during the recent past on account of the efforts being made by WHO, and through 

bilateral agreement in some countries, to develop and strengthen national capabi

lities- for research. It is obvious that these efforts will, at best, have only a 

temporary beneficial effect, unless the countries themselves take steps to provide 

medical res-earch workers with some assurance of sustained career opportunities. 

It may be recalled that this matter was brought to the attention of the Member 

States at the Meeting of the Sub-Committee A of the 29th Session of the Regional 

Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean Region, held in October 1979. The Sub

Committee, in its resolution EM/RC29A/R.6, amongst other things, urged Member 

States to ensure that suitable manpower is retained in countries through the 

creation of a career structure for scientists engaged in research. 
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A preliminary situation analysis of the research manpower situation in some 

countries of the Region showed the paucity of full-time medical research workers, 

even in the presence of an adequate career structure in countries. In the coun-

tries surveyed there were no comprehensive plans for developing research manpower. 

A variety of approaches is being proposed to the relevant authorities in 

Member States' for attracting and retaining scientists in medical research. Some 

of these approaches· are: 

Involvement of medical students during their summer vacations in appropri

ate res-earch. 

Making the acquisition of a post-graduate research degree desirable for 

academic appointments. 

Assisting young scientists in preparation of protocols and writing papers. 

According research workers adequate social recognition to compensate for 

1Ilonetary loss"es. 

Promotion of national research programming exercises in which planning for 

the development of research manpower will be an important element. 

In countries where national research organizations have yet to be established 

or where human and financial resources are scarce, an attempt can be made to 

establis-h a nucleus of research workers, by means such as creating tenured 

research POS"ts' in univers-ities and health institutions to carry out connnis

sioned research; es-tablishm.ent of research units/institutes with full-time 

staff; grants of long-term research fellowships or career development awards 

to carefully selected young research workers. 

Recognizing the difficulty of the development of a cadre of full-time medical 

research workers in the near future in most of the countries of the Region, 

it is proposed that approaches involving existing health personnel, in both 

teaching and service positions, in medical research activities, be developed 

and implemented in the countries. One of such approaches would be the hold-

ing of broad Research Methodology Courses (with emphasis on epidemiology, 

statis-tics and evaluation of various health-related interventions), and sub

sequently following up such courses by implementation of small, time-limi:ted 

res-earch proj ects by course participants. 
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The emphasis of the regional programme in HSR has been on the training of 

suitably placed narionals inHSR methodology and .on the sponsoring of research 

studies. 

In the summer of 1980, a Course in HSR and Community Medicine was organized 

at the Department of Community Health, University of Nottingham, United Kingdom, 

for eighteen nationals from five countries of the Region. The Course aimed at 

instilling in the participants an awareness of current trends in community medi

cine and the ability to plan, design and implement HSR projects in their own 

countries. As a part of the course-work the participants prepared research 

PT-ojects for implementation on their return home. The very extensive learning 

material used during the Course is being modified for use by the participants in 

conducting workshops for training other nationals in HSR methodology. 

Three Country Coverage Study 

During the period under review, a health coverage study was undertaken in 

Bahrain, Egypt and the Yemen Arab Republic. The three countries are almost similar 

in demographic, cultural, and disease patterns, but remarkably different in their 

capital and human resources. The study aimed at providing the three countries 

with the information necessary to develop alternative strategies for achieving 

Health for All by the Year 2000, through effective Primary Health Care (PHe) cover

age of their populations. 

Mothers with children 0-5 years of age constituted the target population of 

the study, and hence MCR services were selected for focus in the study. 

Using survey, probing in;terview, and observational analysis as research stra

tegies, data were collected at the national, intermediate and community levels. A 

participative approach in design and implementation phases of the study was adopted, 

and nationals from the Ministries of Health of Bahrain, Egypt and Yemen Arab Republic 

were actively involved in these phases. 

The main findings of the study were: 

The three countries are committed to a policy of total coverage, however, 

their present strategy emphasizes physical rather than functional coverage. 
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All three countries are served by a pyramidal multi-level physician and 

nurse-staffed network of health facilities, which provides various levels 

of curative and preventive health services. The base of the pyramidal 

network is composed of health units and/or centres which provide basic 

health services to communities varying between 5-25 000 up to 50 000 popu

lation living within a radius of 3-5 kms from the facility. 

Self-care supported by the informal health system including traditional 

healers (Bahrain, Egypt and Yemen Arab Republic),pharmacies (Egypt',medi

cine shops (Yemen Arab Republic) etc., is still the major source of PRe to 

most people in the three countries except for immunization for which they 

resort to the Government health facilities. 

Mothers use basic health faci 1 i ties more for their children than for them

selves. 

Most of the people perceive children sickness as less serious and hence 

tend to use self-care for relatively long periods before they resort to 

the formal health s-ystem which may result in severe complications or pre-

mature death of the child. More people in Rahrain tend to use the Govern-

ment health facilities at much earlier stage:han in Egypt or Yemen Arab 

Republic. This may be due to the relatively high accessibility to the 

health centres and the active home visiting programme by public health 

nurses. 

In a1] three countries, health professionals' perception of low utiliza

tion of basic health services by the people was almost identical and em

phasized: lack of health awareness, overcrowding of health facilities 

and long waiting time and unnecessary referrals, lack of specialized serv

ices, drugs and lab.oratory investigations. 

The people's perception of low utilization of basic health facilities was 

due to inadequate care. Over-referral to larger health centres was empha-

sized in Bahrain. Irregular attendance, absenteeism, expectations 

of gratuity by health personnel in EgYPG and inaccessibility,especially 

in cases of referral to hospitals in Yemen Arab Republic. 
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Community involvement or participation in provision and management of 

health services is generally lacking except for a few experimental cases. 

All three countries suffer from varying degrees of inefficient management 

of their formal health system as evidenced by the referral issue (Bahrain, 

Egypt and Yemen Arab Republic) and the attendance and gratuity issue (Egypt). 

Most of the "outreach services" tend to extend the functions of the health 

centre as provider of care to the homes, rather than promotion and scienti

fication of self-care potentials within the community. 

In all the three countries, almost all health professionals interviewed, 

especially physicians ,had negative attitudes towards traditional healers. 

However,the people on intensive interviewing expressed a positive attitude 

towards them. 

Through their active involvement in the implementation of this study, a large 

number of health personnel in the three countries have been trained in the concepts, 

methods and management of Health Services Research. In addition, a guideline has 

been developed by the investigators, for assisting other countries in undertaking 

such studies. 

VIII FN~ILY HEALTH (FHE) 

The EM/ACMR at its Fourth Session reviewed the regional programme for action

oriented research in Nutrition. It was pointed out that there is a widening gap 

between some of the recent advances in knowledge and practical measures evolved on 

the one hand, and their application for nutritional amelioration and improvement on 

the other. The various research topics suggested for consideration of the Commit-

tee included those concerned with methods for the control of protein energy malnu

trition (PEM) and the delivery of related services through primary health care, im

proving nutritional status through management of diarrhoeal and parasitic infesta

tions, and measures for the prevention and control of anaemia in womeno 

A study on infant feeding and weaning practices has been sponsored in Democratic 

Y~en, Egypt and Pakistan, utilizing similar protocols. Recent assessment by a 

consultant has- shown that studies are progressing satisfactorilyo 
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A Regional Scientific Group on Maternal and Child Health, which met in November 

1980, proposed certain research studies in the maternal health programme of the 

Region; to deal with the problem of maternal deaths and the high morbidity associated 

with pregnancy and childbirth in many of the Member States of the Region. The stu-

dies proposed include establish~ent in all countries of the Region of a system of 

confidential enquiries into maternal deaths, definition of the needs in maternal 

care in various countries and the measurement of the extent to which these are being 

met; and the determination of what constitutes the major Hrisk factors" in child

bearing in different countries and under different circumstances. It is expected 

that knowledge generated through these studies will materially assist in reducing 

maternal and prenatal mortality. 

To ass-ess' the influence of breas-tfeeding on factors such as nutritional status, 

morbidity, mortality, etc., a cohort of 730 newborns was collected over a period of 

two months in Gaza and has been fo Howed up for two years. During this period each 

chUd ha,s- been examined approximately twenty-two times. With a WHO grant the prin

cipal investigator is editing and transferring this vast amount of data to punch 

cards, and will later analyze it at the computer facility in the WHO Geneva Office, 

IX SPECIAL PROGRAMME OF RESEARCH, DEVELOPMENT AND 
RESEARCH TRAINING IN HU~ffiN REPRODUCTION (HRP) 

The research supported by this global programme has continued to evolve since 

its establishment in 1972, to meet the reproductive health needs of the Member 

States. Whereas, initially, major emphasis was on research and development of new 

methods of fertility regulation and psycho-social research as a guide for new tech

nology, the programme has added major emphasis on the following elements: the 

safety and effectiveness of exis-ting_methods; psycho-social research and health 

s.ervi_ces. research in family planning; res-earch on infertility; and the strengthen

ing of national research resources- to provide a critical mass of researchers and 

facilities in the field of human reproduction. 

Within the Region, the seventy-five HRP-supported research projects, involving 

twenty-five institutions, include: studies on the relationship between fertility 

and health; epidemiological studies of infertility; clinical studies on the 

safety of exis-ting -methods (such as the use of oral contraceptives among women 

with schistosomiasis); service research comparing the safety, effectiveness, 
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acceptability and relative costs of midwives and physicians inserting intrauterine 

devices; studies on the perception of menstrual bleeding; the synthesis of new 

steroidal preparations; and comparative trials for the treatment of infertility. 

In addition to individual projects, the WHO Collaborating Centres for Clinical 

Research in the Region (Shatby 'Maternity Hospital, Alexandria, and the National 

Research Institute for Ferdli ty Control, Karachi) participate in a large number of 

multi-centred collaborative clinical trials. 

The Special Programme over the last eight years has awarded seventy research 

training grants to scientists in the Region, covering the laboratory, clinical and 

epidemiological aspects of human reproduction. The training of these scientists has 

hp.lped to s·trengthen a number of institutiorB undertaking research in this field. 

Approximately US· $ 4.5 million have so far been disbursed by this programme to insti

tutions and scientists in this Region. 

X DIARRHOEAL DISEASES 

A Regional Scientific Working Group on Diarrhoeal Disease Research has been es

tablished to promote research activities aimed at facilitating planning and imp lemen-

tation of the Diarrhoeal Diseases Control Programme in Member States. At its first 

meeting, held in August 1980, the Scientific Working Group formulated a regional re

search plan and laid down procedures for inviting, reviewing and supporting research 

proposals. 

As a result of the dissemination of information in the Region about the priori

ties for diarrhoeal dis-eases research, several applications for research grants were 

received by the Regional Office. Some of them have been approved and funded during 

the early part of 1981. The projects funded so far include studies on the compa

rison of pre-packaged sucrose salt mixture with pre-packaged oralyte in Egypt. At 

the Faculty of Medicine, Alexandria University, studies are being carried out dealing 

with the asses'sment of feeding practices in cases of diarrhoea in children under 3 

years of age seeking ~edical care at the Government Centres and representing differ

ent connnuni ties, and the effect of antibiotics on the duration of diarrhoea and the 

speed of rehydration. 
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A number of home remedies are in use in different countries for treating diar

rhoea. A study based at the American University of Beirut is being carried out .to 

identify the most popular home-made remedies traditionally used in Lebanon for the 

treatment of diarrhoea, and to analyze their composition regarding content of 

nutrients and electrolytes. 

Studies to identify the relative importance of aetiological agents (viral, 

bacterial, parasitic) of diarrhoea have been given high priority by the Regional 

Scientific Working Group on Diarrhoeal Dis-eases Research. Two such studies, one 

in Alexandria and the other in Beirut, are also being supported by EMRO. 

XI. LIVER DISEASES 

Liver diseases have been identified by the EM/ACMR as being of particular con

cern to several countries of the Region. A Scientific Working Group Meeting was con

vened in December 1979, to exchange information and prepare a regional plan. From 

the data presented at this ~eeting, it was concluded that major forms of liver dis

eas'e cons·titutiog a health problem in the Region were: acute infectious hepatitis, 

chronic liver diseas-es, and liver impairment by parasitic diseases. As a follow-up 

to this Scientific Group Meeting and in accordance with recommendations, several 

countries in the Region have formed national groups for the study of liver diseases. 

In order to s-tandardize the histological criteria for the diagnosis of various 

forms of liver disease, a Workshop was held in Karachi in February 1981. It was at-

tended by pathologists- from seven countries in the Region. An evaluation on the 

impact of this Workshop is being planned and will be carried out, with WHO assistance, 

later in 1981. 

With WHO support, a comparative seroepidemiological survey was performed on the 

prevalence of antibody to Hepatitis A Virus (anti-HAV) in 772 subjects in Lebanon. 

The results show that 97.7 percent of adult Lebanese carry anti-HAV in their sera, 

irrespective of geographic or socioeconomic factors, as compared to 38.8% of the 

adult foreign population. 

In the paediatric group, the highest prevalence of anti-HAV was encountered 

between the ages of 1-120 days, indicating placental transfer of maternal anti-HAV. 

Between the ages of 1-5 years there is a sharp drop of anti-HAV to 40%. The anti

HAV of this age group indicates a response to actual exposure to HAV infection. At 

12 years the prevalence of anti-HAV is 85%, approaching the adult proportion. 



XII EXPANDED PROGRAMME OF IMMUNIZATION (EPI) 

EM/RC30(81)/10 
page 11 

Tetanus of the newborn (tetanus neonatorum) is a serious problem in many of the 

countries of the Region, and in most of them its incidence is considerably higher 

than is generally recognized. One of several reasons for this is that the number of 

official notifications of cases and deaths of tetanus of the newborn represents only 

a small, sometimes very small, fraction of the actual incidence. 

As a first step in a new approach for preventing teta.nus neonatorum, a study is 

being undertaken to determine the magnitude of the problem in selected countries of 

the Region. This' is ess-ential1y a ret~ospective house-to-house enquiry on the occur

rence and deaths from tetanus neonatorum, covering approximately 5 000 live births. 

Areas repres-entative of each country concerned have been chosen for this study. 

XIII SPECIAL PROGRAMME FOR RESEARCH AND TRAINING IN TROPICAL 
DISEASES (TDR) 

The Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases, co

sponsored by the United Nations Development Programme, the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development and the World Health Organization is a global pro-

gramme, established in 1975. It has two objectives: 

Research and development towards new and improved tools to control six 

tropical diseases-, i .e. -malari~, schistosomiasis, filariasis, trypanosomia

sis, leishmaniasis' and leprosy; 

Strengthening of national institutions to increase the research capabilities 

of tropical countries affected by these six diseaseso 

Except for trypanosomiasis, all the diseases covered by TDR, and especially 

malaria and schistosomiasis, are widely prevalent in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region. 

Since the inception of the programme, forty-six research grants (including 

seven research training grants), totally nearly US $ 1.6 million, have been made 

by TDR to various investigators and institutions in the Region. Three such insti-

tutions have received grants aimed. at strengthening their research capabilities; 

these are the National Institute of Health, Islamabad, Pakistan and the Tropical 

Medicine Research Institute, and the Institute of Ophthalmology, both in Khartoum, 

Sudan. 
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A number of s'cientists from the Region serve on the Steering Cormnittees of the 

various Scientific Working Groups of the TDR. Representatives of two countries in 

the Region (at present, Iraq and Pakistan) are members of the Joint Coordinating 

Board of TDR. 

For purposes of coordination, the EM/ACMR regularly reviews the research acti

vities being supported by TDR in the Region. 

XIV MENTAL HEALTH (MNH) 

Several countries in the Region have collaborated in the WHO-sponsored inter

regional studies on (i) strategies for extending mental health care (Egypt and 

Sudan) and (ii) monitoring of mental health needs (Kuwait). Child mental health 

and psycho-social development, assessment of psychological disabilities and pre

vention and treatment of drug abuse are additional fields in mental health in which 

WHO/EMRO is currently sponsoring research. 

The study on strategies for extending mental health care has provided useful 

information on the nature and extent of psychiatric disorders and has indicated 

possible ways and means for dealing with mental health problems within the total 

hea lth sys tern. In particular, the work conducted in Kuwait produced valuable in-

formation which will be helpful in improving both the quality of psychiatric care 

and the planning of mental health services. It is also envisaged that a Scienti-

fic Working Group will meet early in 1982 with a view to making optimal use of the 

experience gained in Kuwait. 

A research programme in mental health for the Region was formulated and dis

cussed at the Fifth Meeting of the EM/ACMR. The proposals submitted were further 

examined and refined by the Scientific Working Group on Mental Health Research 

which met in Karachi, 6 to 9 June 1981. The Group supported the proposals and 

underlined the fact that more effort should be made to promote national capabilities 

in mental health research, with special emphasis on: 

1. The development of appropriate research technology and culturally oriented 

psychometric tools; 

20 the development and strengthening of local research resources and institutions; 

and 
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3. The enhancement of inter- and intra-country collaborative research. 

On the basis of past experience and after reviewing the overall regional pro

gramme, the Scientific Working Group identified the following areas of mental health 

research for future action: 

1. Epidemiological surveys to establish morbidity rates in defined communities and 

high-risk groups. 

2. StudieS" on sOGia-cultural and socia-economic factors affecting mental health and 

emotional development. 

30 Clinical studies dealing with the aetiology, patho-physio1ogy, biochemistry and 

psychopathology of mental dis-orders-, as well as diagnosis and classification, 

assessment of severity, course of and response to treatment. 

4. Mental health services research, including socia-economic and administrative 

factors influencing the delivery of care. 

XV HEALTH MANPOWER DEVELOPMENT (HMO) 

Studies of the overall evaluation of manpower development programmes for health 

have been initiated in Bahrain and Egypt with WHO collaboration. In Egypt a Committee 

has been established within the Ministry of Health for continuing responsibility for 

HMD evaluationc In Bahrain too a National Evaluation Committee has been established 

and is in the process- of identifying specific areas for priority evaluation. 

Following the development of tools for the evaluation of the quality of nursing 

care in hospitals, these were tested in Kuwait, Sudan and Yemen Arab Republic. The 

resu1 t of these evaluation s-tudies were examined at a Working Group Meeting, held in 

Khartoum, Sudan, in February 1981. It is expected that,as an outcome of the meeting 

and based on its deliberations, the participants will continue evaluation of nursing 

and supporting services in their respective countries, and that similar studies will 

be initiated in two or three other countries during the next two years. 

XVI ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH (EHE) 

A grant has been awarded to the High Institute of Public Health, Department of 

Environmental Health, University of Alexandria, for a cost-benefit study of solid 
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wastes management in the city of Alexandria. Particular aims of the project are: 

to conduct a study of the domestic and industrial wastes in Ale)landria by collect

ing data on their characteristics, siting and collection patterns used and total 

and pet capita ~penditure, and to identify the most suitable and economical methods 

for disposal and treatment of these wastes. 


