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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am extremely pleased to have this opportunity to address the Eighth 

International Epidemiological Association, Eastern Mediterranean Region 

(IEA/EMR) Regional Scientific Meeting. I would like to thank the organizers for their 

efforts in successfully bringing together epidemiologists from many countries in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region. I also thank the IEA for providing this forum to share 

the experiences of regional epidemiologists. The relationship between WHO’s 

Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean and the International Epidemiological 

Association is a long one and a strong one. The Regional Office values the activities 

of the IEA and always invites the IEA to attend the annual session of the WHO 

Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean, the regional governing body, of 

which the 22 Ministers of Health in the Region are members. Dr Ahmed Mandil 

represented the IEA in the most recent session of the Regional Committee last month. 

The theme of your scientific meeting this year “Epidemiology: Translating 

Science to Health Care” very much reflects what WHO is currently promoting as 

good health systems practice: that is, translation of research outcomes into improved 

policy and practice.  

In recent decades, the world has seen a dramatic increase in concurrent 

outbreaks of infectious diseases in different countries as a result of increased air travel 
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and international trade. Recent examples from this region and around the world are 

the outbreaks of avian influenza, dengue, meningococcal disease (especially during 

the Hajj), food-borne diarrhoeal disease, Ebola, plague and SARS among many 

others. The emergence and re-emergence of communicable diseases point to the need 

for a cadre of well trained epidemiologists to ensure a high level of human health 

security and protection. Epidemiological investigations of different outbreaks have led 

to improvement of health services and level of preparedness. 

To address the growing threat of emerging diseases, the World Health 

Assembly has adopted revised International Health Regulations (IHR 2005), which 

took effect in June 2007. These regulations require that each country has minimum 

epidemiological and other public health capacities for surveillance and response to 

public health emergencies of international concern (PHEIC). WHO has been 

mandated to receive notifications from countries about such emergencies, to verify 

and assess them, and to coordinate a response in collaboration with the affected 

countries. Strengthening capacity in field epidemiology is a key component to 

ensuring successful implementation of IHR 2005 and to ensuring a high level of 

human health security and protection.  

Dear Colleagues, 

Described as the foundation of all public health functions, epidemiology 

provides the information needed to perform all essential public health services. 

Epidemiologists are always needed, to ensure timely and relevant data collection; for 

analysis and interpretation of these data into useful information; for setting priorities 

at the community level; and to allow public health professionals in different 

programmes to monitor changes in the health care delivery system and the impact 

those changes have on public health outcomes. Epidemiological surveys and outbreak 

investigations have led to control of both emerging and endemic communicable 

diseases, improvements in vaccine coverage, changes in the ages for vaccinating more 

susceptible children, assurances to the public about vaccine safety, and better 

planning.  

The contribution of the different branches of the discipline of epidemiology in 

better understanding the complex causation, natural history and underlying risk 

factors of chronic diseases, and of increases in all mortality and morbidity, as well as 
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in designing prevention and management strategies, is significant. Trained 

epidemiologists improve our capacity for assessment, planning and evaluation of 

different public health programmes and can ultimately help countries attain the 

Millennium Developmental Goals (MDGs) by providing the epidemiological 

evidence necessary to develop and promote best practices in maternal and child 

health. Goals 4 and 5, which target reduction in the mortality rate among children 

under five by two thirds and reduction in the maternal mortality ratio by three 

quarters, cannot be attained without having good epidemiologists on board. 

Epidemiologists are also needed to design and/or evaluate surveillance systems; 

execute research projects in the area of public health; communicate with the media, 

the public and the scientific community; and participate in teaching and training 

activities. 

In order to provide essential and effective public health services, all Member 

States in the Eastern Mediterranean Region need competent epidemiologists. 

Strengthening of national disease surveillance, response and control systems involves 

reinforcing the performance of the systems, building the skills and competencies of 

the implementers, improving the exchange and dissemination of relevant good quality 

information, and ensuring accessibility to the information derived from the system, in 

particular through networking and partnership.  

We need to assess our current core epidemiology and infectious disease 

capacities. Addressing the scarcity of trained epidemiologists in the area of 

noninfectious disease is especially critical. We need to build epidemiological 

capacities to address the major causes of morbidity and mortality.  

Field Epidemiology Training Programs (FETPs) and Public Health Schools 

Without Walls use the “learning while doing” approach to build public health's 

international capacity. Under the auspices of WHO and the late Charles Mérieux, 

these programmes in 1997 established TEPHINET –– Training Programs in 

Epidemiology and Public Health Interventions Network. The network's mission is to 

strengthen international public health capacity through initiating, supporting, and 

networking field-based training programmes that enhance competencies in applied 

epidemiology and public health interventions. To date we have four field 

epidemiology training programmes in our Region, in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and 
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Pakistan. In addition, we are currently developing, with the International 

Epidemiological Association, structured short courses in specific fields in 

epidemiology, such as courses in surveillance, outbreak investigation and the like. 

Accreditation of these training programmes, as well as other similar programmes in 

some universities in the Region, is needed to ensure that the epidemiologists produced 

are of high calibre. We need also to establish strong networking among 

epidemiologists. This IEA conference is expected to strengthen the ties between 

epidemiologists in our Region. 

We need to share experiences, lessons learned, challenges and constraints in 

applying different models and approaches in strengthening national surveillance, 

response and control systems. We need to define the elements of a common 

framework for strengthening national capacity for surveillance, response and control, 

and recommend steps for its implementation.  

Dear Colleagues, 

I hope that this conference will pave the way forward to strengthen the 

epidemiological capacity in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. Together we can make 

a significant impact only if we develop a regional strategy that links effectively with 

the national efforts being made to train and retain epidemiologists. What we need is a 

joint approach, which harnesses our efforts.  

I wish you all success in your conference and I look forward to receiving your 

thoughtful recommendations.  


