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Dear colleagues, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to the First Consultation Workshop for a 

Team of Experts on Avian and Pandemic Influenza in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. I 

would like to express my great appreciation to our colleagues from different institutions and 

organization in the Region for their participation, and to our colleagues from other WHO regions 

and from other units in the Regional Office, specifically Emergency and Humanitarian Action  

and Media, Advocacy and Communication. I would, also, like to extend special thanks to the US 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) for their generous support to the Regional 

Office and to the Naval Medical Research Unit Three (NAMRU-3), a WHO collaborating centre, 

in addition to our sister UN agencies such as FAO, UNICEF, WFP and OCHA for their 

continuing support to the Member States in our Region.  

 

Dear colleagues, 

 

The frequency of natural disasters and their impact in human and economic terms has 

increased alarmingly at global level in the past two decades, with a disproportionately higher 

share for developing countries. Our Eastern Mediterranean Region has seen its own share of both 

natural and manmade disasters with large numbers of people increasingly vulnerable. The three 

most challenging current humanitarian emergencies in the world (in Palestine, Somalia and 
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Sudan) are in our region. However, through timely humanitarian public health response and 

interventions, the adverse health impact of these crises can be significantly curtailed. 

 
The Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office increasingly recognizes the importance of 

emergency preparedness and response and disaster management as a stand alone discipline, and 

the need for emergency responders to expand their knowledge base and utilize the scientific 

methods that this discipline offers. Both the World Health Assembly and the Regional 

Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean have passed resolutions asking WHO to support surge 

capacities and assist Member States in emergency preparedness and response by developing a 

cadre of emergency experts readily deployable to respond to any crisis. 

 
Emerging infections such as avian influenza and the anticipated human pandemic 

influenza, along with all public health emergencies of international concern (PHEIC), as 

envisaged under the umbrella of the International Health Regulations 2005, only underscore the 

urgency and the need to embrace an all-hazards approach in emergency preparedness and 

response. We need to be prepared and ready to respond to currently known threats, as well as 

those that may emerge in future.  

 

Eleven countries in our Region are affected by the avian influenza virus. Human cases 

have been reported from Djibouti, Egypt and Iraq. Egypt has witnessed the largest cluster of 

human cases outside south-east Asia and reported the highest number of confirmed human cases 

of avian influenza globally during the first quarter of year 2007 (16 cases). The occurrence of 

outbreaks of avian influenza in our Region clearly indicates that it could be hit severely by 

pandemic influenza. Countries in the Region have invested time, funds and effort to increase 

their level of preparedness for response to avian influenza and pandemic outbreaks. Cases have 

been detected early and plans for appropriate interventions are ready. However, it is clear that 

implementation of national preparedness plans is not an easy undertaking and needs a lot of 

coordination. 

 

The global commitment to prevent an influenza pandemic is reflected in World Health 

Assembly Resolution WHA58.5, endorsed in 2005, which articulates the need for global action 

and strengthening of national capacity to respond to the threat of a pandemic. The regional 



 3

strategy is to complement the national efforts and enhance the capacity of countries to respond 

rapidly and effectively, to pre-empt the influenza pandemic as well as to mitigate the misery that 

a full blown pandemic is likely to inflict on humanity. The strategy underscores the importance 

of transparency and information sharing. The strategy focuses on strengthening the capacities of 

the Regional Office and Member States to respond in a timely manner to outbreaks of H5N1 

infection among humans. 

 

The main goal of this competency-based workshop is to establish a regional response 

team from identified experts, through a crash course on emergency preparedness and response 

including avian and human pandemic influenza. Such a team is expected to provide immediate 

and appropriate technical support to countries in the Region facing any emergency.  

 

As you will notice, we have deliberately brought together high-level experts of different 

but interrelated specialties under one roof.  The collaborative efforts of technical units in the 

Regional Office to bring you all together here today only attest to the commitment of WHO and  

the workshop is a first step in a series of programmes and activities that are to follow. 

 

After this, we expect you to be ready for deployment in the field to respond in timely 

manner to any emergency in the Region as members of a regional team of experts.  

 

Dear colleagues, 

 

I would like to thank you all again, and ask all of you to make the utmost of this 

consultancy workshop through sound discussions, exchange of ideas and clear planning for 

enhancing response and preparedness activities to face any emergency in our Region. I wish you 

all a successful course and a pleasant stay in Cairo. 


