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Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives me a great pleasure to welcome you to the Second Gulf Conference on Health 

Promoting Schools in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. This platform is a great 

opportunity to share country experiences on existing initiatives to promote the health of 

children, their families and the community using the institution of schools. 

First, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the Government of Bahrain and to 

His Excellency Dr Faisal Bin Yaqoub Al-Hamer, Minister of Health, for kindly hosting this 

very important conference addressing such a promising initiative which will have a deep 

impact on both health and education of school children in our region. I would also like to 

extend my appreciation to His Excellency Dr Majid Al Nuaimi, Minister of Education, who 

provides ongoing and effective support to the WHO Health Promoting Schools Initiative.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Schools are important settings for promoting health. They are strategic points to 

provide knowledge, skills and services to improve the health of the children, their families 

and communities. Over the past fourteen years WHO has been supporting Member States in 

the development of school health programmes and services through advocacy and building 

capacity for improved school health programmes. 

 

Health and education are interlinked. As stated in the World Declaration on 

Education for All, education is a fundamental human right and when a government provides 

the basic learning needs of children, it helps ensure a safer, healthier, more prosperous 

future, while at the same time contributing to social, economic, cultural progress and poverty 

reduction. Education makes a very important contribution to people’s knowledge of health 

risks, and how to avoid them. Universal education is Goal no. 2 of the Millennium 

Development Goals. Achieving universal primary education not only means improved 

school enrolment but also better quality of education with all children, boys and girls, 

attending school regularly, and learning basic literacy and numeracy skills. 

 

It is widely known that ill health leads to high absenteeism, low school enrolment 

and performance, and early school dropout. Conversely, education is a key social 

determinant of health; the more educated a child is, the more protected he/she will be from 

illness. Increased health literacy is also a target that WHO is setting. Children who 

understand and are knowledgeable about health are better able to take decisions that affect 

their health and are more likely to enjoy a better quality of life, with better economic 

opportunities.  

 

Promoting children’s health through schools was always a goal for WHO. Globally 

and regionally, considerable work is being done. To just name a few…WHO launched the 

Global School Health Initiative in 1995 with the objective of fostering Health Promoting 

Schools (HPS). Then the interagency framework called the FRESH initiative (Focusing 

Resources on Effective School Health) was launched in 2000  and implemented jointly by 
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UNESCO, WHO, UNICEF, and the World Bank at the World Education Forum to 

consolidate health and educational achievement of schoolchildren. 

 

But improving the physical infrastructure of schools and making health services and 

knowledge available will never be sufficient if the skills required are not taught. Issues of 

concern for children and adolescents are many fold and have been evolving over the years––

issues such as vaccination and malnutrition, and now more important than ever, issues 

related to unhealthy life style, violence and substance abuse. However, merely teaching 

children the negative impact of tobacco, for instance, will have limited impact if a school 

does not teach the necessary skills to resist peer pressure. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In recent years, the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean held two key 

activities to build the capacity of Member States in health promoting schools and to share 

regional experience: in Sana’a, Republic of Yemen in 2005, and in Damascus, Syrian Arab 

Republic in 2006. The active participation in these events of the Member States of the 

Region led to the establishment of the Eastern Mediterranean Network of Health Promoting 

Schools (EMNHPS). 

 

In order to ensure that countries of the Region sustain and strengthen their efforts for 

this initiative, the Regional Office has developed tools to enrich health literacy and skills and 

to improve policy development regarding emerging health diseases such as childhood 

obesity. A life skills-based health education package is being developed for early 

adolescence. During the plenary session, you will have a chance to learn more about the 

content of this package, which is expected to be finalized by the end of 2009. In addition to 

the life skills-based health education package, the Regional Office has adapted the Global 

School Framework on Diet and Physical Activity to schools settings in the region. The 

adapted instrument provides several actions and policy options at the school level to 

encourage healthy diet and physical activity. The plan is to further organize a regional 

consultation with countries to develop plans of action to operationalize the strategy on diet 
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and physical activity in schools based on countries’ own context, resources, capacities and 

priorities. 

 

I am delighted to see that the role of health-promoting schools as an effective approach 

in protection and promotion of the health of schoolchildren is gaining increased attention in 

this Region. The school setting is a very important entry point for integrated public health 

interventions by the various health authorities. It is a catalyst in bringing together a wide 

range of partners in a coordinated approach to community health. But, while we commend 

the achievements, we equally encourage proper monitoring and documentation of the 

processes and evaluation of impact. In this regard, this is an area where the Regional Office  

is also willing to support Member States. The Regional Office has developed tools to help 

Member States develop a database for eventual development of a comprehensive country 

profile of Health Promoting Schools feeding into a regional database in order to facilitate 

evidence-based decision-making. However, the success of this will depend on your taking 

ownership of the Health Promoting Schools Initiative. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am confident that with the wealth of experience present today, we will hear very 

constructive deliberations, and will see strategic networking and recommendations 

translated into tangible action at national, local and school levels. I wish you all the best in 

your efforts, a pleasant stay in Bahrain and a safe journey back home. 


