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1. Introduction 

 1.1 History 

The WHO Eastern Mediterranean Regional Centre for Environmental Health Activities (CEHA) was 
established through resolution number EM/RC30A/R.7 by the WHO Regional Committee for the 
Eastern Mediterranean, in its Thirtieth Session in 1985, as the technical arm of the regional 
environmental health programme, with the aim of supporting the Member States in dealing with the 
various environmental health problems critical to the Region. An initial grant of US$ 1 million was 
provided by the Arab Gulf Programme for United Nations Development Organizations (AGFUND) to 
establish the Centre and implement the principal activities. 

1.2 CEHA functions 

CEHA provides support to countries in tailoring and adopting the most appropriate and most cost-
effective interventions in order to minimize the burden of environmental risks through: 

• human resources development by training, education and awareness-raising, as well as 
developing, adapting and translating reliable and relevant learning materials; 

• improving access to reliable and relevant environmental health information for professionals 
and institutions; 

• providing expert advice on problem assessment, planning and institutional development as well 
as supporting the acquisition of facilities and equipment; 

• supporting national professionals and institutions in carrying out applied research investigations 
and assessment studies relevant to the national and regional environmental health priority 
issues; 

• promoting field-testing of appropriate technologies and tools through pilot and demonstration 
projects. 

1.3 Operational phases  

CEHA, since its establishment, has passed through three phases. Phase 1 (1985–1992) focused on 
capacity-building of nationals and institutions primarily in water supply and sanitation. During Phase 2 
(1993–2002), major efforts were devoted to the implementation of the regional health and 
environment strategy and plan, which was based on the outcome of the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED) and the WHO global strategy on health and environment. 
The scope of the regional strategy includes other environmental health areas, such as food safety, 
chemical safety, noise pollution, indoor/outdoor pollution, water security and safety, wastewater 
treatment and reuse, health care waste, environmental health impact assessment, healthy environment 
for children, and emergencies in environmental health. The third phase (2003–present) has been 
highlighted by the challenge of meeting the rising demand for support from Member States and of 
addressing environmental health challenges posed by disasters and conflicts, as well as the emerging 
challenges of radiation (electromagnetic and ultraviolet), climate change, etc. 

As the technical arm and information unit of the environmental health programme of the Regional 
Office, CEHA carries out activities, at regional and national levels, stemming from the conclusions 
and recommendations of regional consultations and intercountry meetings and technical support 
missions, requests of Member States and resolutions of the Regional Committee and World Health 
Assembly. CEHA’s work is guided by a Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) which meets once 
every two years and comprises representatives (on a rotational basis) from all the countries of the 
Region, as well as international public and environmental health experts. 

1.4 CEHA resources 

CEHA started with just three staff members in 1985 and gradually increased its staff capacity to a core 
team of 10 in 1995 with very modest premises and facilities. The initial grant from AGFUND and 
some regular budget resources enabled CEHA to implement its planned activities. However, after 
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1995, the regular budgetary allocation to CEHA shrank significantly, forcing CEHA to raise 
extrabudgetary funds, especially for activities. Currently 95% of its activities are implemented from 
extrabudgetary sources. 

2. Impact of environmental degradation on health and economy  
Environmental degradation is a key factor contributing to the burden of diseases, influencing the 
quality of life and economic opportunities for many people. Premature death and illness caused by 
environmental factors are estimated to account for 20% of the global burden of disease. In the Eastern 
Mediterranean Region that burden is estimated to range from 19% to 25%. The worst affected are 
children who constitute around 50% of the population of the Region and suffer from 40% of the 
burden of environmental disease. The economic costs of environmental degradation have been 
estimated at 2.7%–5.4% of gross domestic product (GDP) annually in some countries of the Region. 
Two-thirds of this loss is due to damage to health and quality of life. 

3. Regional environmental health challenges and CEHA’s role 
A brief overview of environmental health challenges, based on the regional strategy and plan, as well 
as other regional consultation meetings and discussions, is presented in the following section. The 
majority of the countries of the Region continue to grapple with “traditional” disease conditions 
associated with bacteriological contamination of water and sewage, indoor air pollution and vector-
borne diseases. At the same time they face other kinds of “modern” and “emerging” risk. Therefore, 
much of the population faces a double exposure, to both water-borne diseases like diarrhoea and 
cholera, and to the chronic health risks of exposure to untreated waste from industrial, mining, 
agriculture and health operations, whether direct or indirect through leaching into water supplies. 

Community water supply and sanitation continues to be a high priority with clear focus on: enhancing 
the quality of drinking-water supplies, especially intermittent supplies; enhancing the sustainability of 
water supplies through promotion of water demand management and conservation; environmental 
sanitation in small communities; and household water security. CEHA in this regard has promoted the 
use of WHO drinking-water quality guidelines, the CEHA guidance on sanitary surveys and Arabized 
version of the USEPA video series on the sanitary survey of water systems, and household water 
disinfection and treatment systems for the rural and unserved population, and a training manual and 
handbook on design, construction and maintenance of sanitation and wastewater systems for small 
communities. One of CEHA’s challenges is to identify and promote simple, acceptable, low cost 
disinfection and sanitary inspection approaches, for ensuring water safety and security. 

The promotion of healthy environments for children is a major initiative undertaken in the Region 
through CEHA. Two projects––the Health and Environment Linkages Initiative (HELI) in Jordan in 
2004 and the global initiative on Children’s Environmental Health Indicators (CEHI) in Tunisia and 
Oman in 2003––were launched in this area. The aims of the projects are to identify key policy 
decisions affecting environmental health, disseminate scientific knowledge on the linkages between 
environment and human health and enhance the capacity of governments, nongovernmental 
organizations and other stakeholders to consider environment and health in decision-making, as well 
as to improve assessment of children’s environmental health conditions, monitor the achievements of 
interventions and facilitate the ability of policy-makers to improve environmental conditions for 
children. One of the challenges for the Regional Office and CEHA, now, is to translate the global 
knowledge base and tools on environmental and health linkages into practical policy tools and action 
at the country level, incorporating environmental and health considerations into social, economic and 
political decisions.  

Outdoor air pollution causes serious health problems in large urban areas in the Region, such as in 
Cairo, Teheran, Karachi, Khartoum and Damascus, while indoor air pollution affects people in rural 
areas using wood, charcoal and bio-mass fuels. Countries of the Region are beginning to acknowledge 
the serious adverse health implications of poor air quality for their populations, but so far limited 
efforts have been focused on addressing the issue. However, CEHA has disseminated the WHO 
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(European) air quality guidelines throughout the Region, worked to raise awareness through 
development and dissemination of health education materials, contributed to institutional capacity-
building through training, compiled and disseminated an overview of the effects of lead pollution in 
air on vulnerable groups, and conducted awareness-raising activities for communities in rural areas. 

Co-disposal of domestic solid waste, hazardous chemicals and health care waste has resulted in serious 
health implications for workers, scavengers and communities living near the waste dumping sites. 
Community-based initiatives, with technical support from CEHA and funding from AGFUND, in 
Lebanon in 2003 and Yemen in 2004 resulted in development of community awareness-raising and 
capacity-building materials (brochures, posters, etc.) which are planned to be used by other countries. 
About 70% of the countries in the Region have been made aware about the importance of health care 
waste through CEHA support in identifying and selecting appropriate and cost-effective health care 
waste storage, transportation and disposal options and approaches. In order to help countries in 
mainstreaming health care waste management into health investment projects, CEHA published Better 
healthcare waste management: an integral component of health investment based on the need 
assessment missions, discussions and country priorities, in collaboration and with funding from the 
World Bank. The publication is available in Arabic, English and French. The WHO guidelines on safe 
management of wastes from health care activities are being translated into Arabic, and practical 
information packages were published and disseminated. One of the challenges for CEHA now is to test 
affordable disposal systems in urban and rural settings in low-income areas (e.g. low-cost brick 
incinerators in rural areas in Sudan), which are usually unserved or underserved.  

Major emergencies (disasters, earthquakes, border conflicts, wars, civil unrest, etc.) have been 
witnessed during the past 20 years. With more than two-thirds of the world’s refugees and internally 
displaced persons now situated in the Region, promotion of environmental activities in refugee camps 
and during emergencies received CEHA’s special attention (as environmental health focal point for 
emergencies). CEHA responded to urgent requests from countries in times of drought, flooding of 
water supplies, cholera breakout and water contamination, providing technical support missions as 
well as technical documents, fact sheets, etc. in Arabic and English. CEHA developed a “water and 
hygiene kit” to help countries in responding to and meeting immediate needs in water safety and 
hygiene for refugees and displaced persons. A series of UNRWA training workshops resulted in the 
development, testing and printing of a comprehensive set of 10 training modules (water, sanitation, 
solid waste, vector control, etc.) in Arabic. These were used extensively in various emergency and 
refugee situations. Among challenges in the coming years is to continue to have a staff devoted to the 
area of environmental health emergencies; development of a “tool box” of essential documents, fact 
sheets and manuals; improvement of the existing “water and hygiene kit”; and ensuring the ability to 
make the necessary technical support available to Member States at short notice through maintaining a 
roster of experts in environmental health emergencies to ensure quick response and mobilization.  

Food safety is a major environmental health challenge, both for local consumers and local 
manufacturers. CEHA, in coordination and collaboration with all sectors (health, agriculture, 
environment, trade, etc.) and with funds from its three AGFUND regional projects, supported 
countries (especially the member countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council) in developing their food 
inspection systems and food safety profiles, and in developing capacity in assessing exposure to and 
health impact of lead, particularly in women and children, with special emphasis on lead-contaminated 
food and water. In view of the need for standards for traditional food in the Region, guidelines on the 
generic hazard analysis critical control point (HACCP) system for traditional popular foods in the 
Region were developed and reviewed by national and international experts, and will be approved in a 
consultation meeting by experts from within the Region. Further efforts are needed to create evidence-
based information to advocate and promote food safety programmes.  

Safe management (handling, transportation, safe storage and keeping inventories, etc.) of chemicals, 
particularly pesticides, and training and awareness-raising in that regard are of paramount importance. 
CEHA supported countries in the preparation of chemical safety profiles, inventory of toxic chemicals 
and establishing chemical information centres (e.g. in Jordan). CEHA developed training materials, 
including a video film on the safe use of pesticides, and disseminated these to the countries in the 
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Region. There is an urgent need to promote intersectoral coordination in safe management of 
chemicals. 

Because of the extreme shortage of water in the Region, most of the countries use raw or partially 
treated wastewater, without much consideration of the risks to the health of workers or safety of the 
treated wastewater for use in agriculture. There are several reasons involved, including lack of national 
guidelines, standards or legislation on wastewater re-use; lack of trained and skilled workers in 
monitoring and surveillance, and of personnel specialized in the enumeration and detection of 
helminths; and lack of appropriate equipment and facilities. CEHA supported 13 countries in 
developing their national plans and priorities in wastewater reuse and management and in preparation 
of comprehensive profiles, and provision of the equipment needed. It sponsored special studies on the 
detection and enumeration of nematode eggs and helminth infestation among workers and the 
population, and highlighted the need for treated wastewater to meet WHO guidelines for wastewater 
reuse. The necessary funding for building national capacity was provided by the Arab Fund for 
Economic and Social Development (AFESD).  

The countries of the Region have gone through tremendous developments in all sectors (water, energy, 
agriculture, road, housing, industries, etc.) in the past two decades, yet many countries lack adequate 
legislation, guidelines, human resources and tools, such as Environmental Health Impact Assessment 
(EHIA), to assess, predict, mitigate and reduce the adverse impact of development on environment and 
health. The majority of countries have some legislative requirement for environmental impact 
assessments but with little emphasis or focus on human health. Recognizing the need to introduce 
EHIA in the Region, CEHA undertook a region-wide initiative in building national capacity in each 
country through a series of national and regional workshops and needs assessment technical missions, 
and supported countries in developing the necessary tools, strategies, plans, guides and approaches. 
This initiative was implemented, starting in 1992, through regional projects funded by the Islamic 
Development Bank (IDB) and AGFUND. A technical guide on environmental health impact 
assessment of development projects in the Eastern Mediterranean Region will be published in 2005.  

Most of the countries of the Region have coastlines, whether long or short, on seas that are 
continuously subjected to pollution from land-based sources and from off-shore sources such as oil 
spills from tankers and ships. Currently, two organizations––the Regional Organization for Protection 
of Marine Environment (ROPME) and Regional Organization for the Conservation of the 
Environment of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden (PERSGA)––are actively involved in protection of the 
marine environment. CEHA promotes WHO’s water quality guidelines on recreational and coastal 
waters in the Region.  

Noise is becoming a serious problem in the major cities of the Region due to traffic, airports and other 
sources, but very little awareness about its health implications exists in the Region. CEHA, through a 
regional consultation meeting, has promoted awareness of the issue and guidelines on noise pollution 
in the Region. However, more concerted efforts are needed from both WHO and Member States. 

4. Information management and services 
Environmental health information, which is critical for policy-makers and decision-makers, is either 
not available or not accessible in the Region. A regional environmental health information network 
(CEHANET), initially funded by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC), was 
established at CEHA in 1989. Since its establishment, CEHANET has focused on improving access to 
relevant and reliable environmental health information in countries of the Region. Each biennium, 
nationals from 6–8 countries are trained in CEHA digital information tools and other information 
processing and management procedures. These training courses are followed by training at the 
national level. So far 17 training courses have been conducted in the Region. As a modern 
environmental health information centre, CEHANET provides information services to more than 4000 
users in the Region. Since 1989 more than 110 000 documents were distributed and 3500 information 
enquiries handled. Four national environmental health information centres have been established and 
equipment and supplies were provided to 20 other institutions. Approximately 100 technical 



EM/RC52/INF.DOC.6 

5 

documents and four regional databases, as well as relevant and reliable information in a variety of 
formats, were developed in Arabic, English, French and made available to users in the Region, both as 
print and electronic publications. During the past three biennia, CEHA’s website was converted into a 
source of virtual environmental health information including full text documents, online databases and 
a forum for users. Capacity of Member States to access electronic information is being further 
increased through an AGFUND project to establish an electronic information network among 
countries of the Region. So far six national environmental health websites have been established in the 
Region. 

5. Partnership and resource mobilization 
During the past 20 years, CEHA received a total of about US$ 17 million from WHO’s regular budget 
resources. However, with time, due to both stagnation in the regular budget allocation, and the need 
for more funds to meet the increased needs of Member States, it became a challenge for CEHA’s 
sustainability to generate extra resources to support additional activities for the Region. Thus, CEHA  
reached out to regional and international institutions, and other specialized and funding agencies to 
seek collaboration in areas of mutual interest. These efforts resulted in additional financial support of 
US$ 11 million from several donor agencies, including AGFUND, AFESD, IDB, the Swiss 
Development Corporation and the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(ISESCO). Technical cooperation, aimed at optimizing the use of available resources, is continuously 
engaged with regional and international agencies, such as IDRC, the United Nations Environment 
Programme/Regional Office for West Asia (UNEP/ROWA), the World Bank, Environment Canada, 
United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), and other UN agencies based in 
Amman. 

The WHO regular budget allocation is primarily used to cover staff costs and operating expenses, 
while extrabudgetary resources are used to cover almost all CEHA activities and services. Review and 
analysis shows that 60% (US$ 17 million) of the total funds over the 20 years since CEHA’s 
establishment were covered by the regular budget, and the other 40% (US$ 11 million) by national, 
regional and international partners and donors. 

6. Cost-effectiveness of CEHA services 
Since the establishment of CEHA, the Regional Office has invested about US$ 17 million in CEHA, 
while CEHA itself managed to raise extrabudgetary funds of US$ 11 million. Financial analysis shows 
that the estimated cost of CEHA services provided to the Member States of the Region was around 
US$ 28 million. It has been estimated that these same services if contracted and provided by other 
competent organizations in the environmental health field, such as the World Bank, USAID or private 
sector, would have cost around US$ 102 million––six times what it cost WHO. This indicates the cost-
effectiveness of CEHA services.  

7. Summary of CEHA’s major achievements 
A brief summary of CEHA’s achievements (in close coordination and cooperation with the Regional 
Office programme) is given in Annex 1. 

8. Future challenges and CEHA support 
CEHA will continue, as part of the environmental health programme of the Region, to provide 
technical support to Member States in addressing current and emerging environmental health 
challenges. CEHA plans to further strengthen national capacities by: 

1. Advancing the central role of health in decision-making and policy-setting in relation to 
environment and development, and fostering partnerships between health and related sectors in 
these processes. 
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2. Promoting research and generation of evidence-based information on a progressively stronger 
scientific and technical basis for the wide range of interventions needed to achieve the health goals 
of sustainable development. 

3. Strengthening capabilities for emergency preparedness and response to cover public health aspects 
of disasters and violent conflicts. 

4. Promoting increased awareness and understanding of the interactions between health, the 
environment and development among leaders and the public, so as to strengthen community action 
for health and sustainable development, as well as promoting improved technical capabilities for 
the monitoring and assessment of environmental risks to health and vulnerable population groups 
such as children, women and the elderly.  

5. Supporting countries in additional resources (human and financial) from donors and international 
organizations for planning and implementing their environmental health strategies and plans. 
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Annex 1 
Summary of CEHA’S major achievements 

Fund-raising 

More than US$ 11 million were raised from extrabudgetary resources to address priority 
environmental health issues in the Region. 

Capacity-building 

Environmental health capacity of national institutions was strengthened through: 

• training more than 10000 staff, 

• supporting more than 460 technical assistance missions; 

• supporting more that 72 special and applied research studies; 

• providing supplies and equipment for needy countries. 

Development of environmental health tools and plans 

Countries were supported in adoption, development or compilation of tools for protecting health and 
environment in the Region: 

• environmental health strategies and action plans in 14 countries; 

• drinking-water quality standards in 13 countries; 

• wastewater reuse standards in 11 countries; 

• health care waste management policies in 7 countries; 

• procedures and guides for environmental health impact assessment of development projects in 6 
countries. 

Environmental health information 

Access by countries to reliable and relevant environmental health information was improved through: 

• maintaining a regional environmental health information centre (13 000 documents, 70 
periodicals, 3000 training and learning materials, 15 international databases); 

• providing electronic and traditional information delivery services to more than 4000 institutions 
and experts (distribution of 110 000 documents, response to 3500 enquiries, and receipt of more 
than 4500 visitors); 

• electronic networking at international, regional, and national levels (environmental health portal, 
clearing house on water demand management, and clearinghouse on children’s environmental 
health); 

• compiling regional environmental health databases (training and learning materials, professionals 
and institutions, regional bibliography, library); 

• supporting the establishment of modern environmental health information centres in four 
countries. 

Awareness-raising 

Awareness of decision-makers, professional staff and the public was raised with regard to better 
understanding of health and environment linkages and problems through: 

• linking health and environment based on scientific evidence; 

• monitoring environmental health problems using indicators, with clear focus on children’s 
environmental health; 
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• publishing and disseminating more that 90 technical documents (guidelines, manuals, handbooks) 
in different languages and in different formats (printed, audio-visual, electronic); 

• publishing awareness-raising materials targeting different target audiences (brochures, posters, 
pamphlets). 

Refugee camps and emergencies 

Environmental health services were provided during emergencies and in refugee camps, including: 

• acting as an information centre for environmental health in emergencies; 

• interventions during major environmental health crises in the Region, such as in Afghanistan, 
Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, Somalia and Sudan; 

• capacity-building of agencies working in refugee camps. 

Recognition 

CEHA has received several awards from regional and national agencies for its services in 
environmental health.  

 

 


