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Mr Chairman, Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

It gives me great pleasure to welcome all of you to the twentieth meeting of the Regional 

Commission for Certification of Poliomyelitis Eradication. I would like to express my gratitude 

and admiration to the members of the Commission and to the Chairpersons of the National 

Certification Committees and to the staff of the national programmes for their dedication and 

commitment to the goal of eradication of polio from the Eastern Mediterranean Region. I wish also 

to welcome representatives of our close partners, Rotary International and the Centres for Disease 

Control and Prevention, as well as staff members of WHO headquarters, and representatives from 

the WHO Regional Office for Africa and the Regional Certification Commission for South-East 

Asia.  

You will be briefed in detail about the epidemiological situation in the Region. However, I 

would like to mention a few facts of significance. At your last meeting, held in October 2008, you 

were informed about the unfortunate developments in Pakistan and Afghanistan where the number 

of cases were increasing. This increase continued until early this year before it started to decrease. 

The main reasons for the resurgence from mid 2008 were clarified in the technical consultation that 

immediately followed your last meeting. You have the report of that consultation in your files. 

Extensive efforts were made to address these issues, with considerable success except with respect 

to the disturbed security situation which, unfortunately, is even escalating. I am sure you have 

heard about the population movement out of the Swat Valley. This is an area where the targeted 
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children have not been not accessible for more than a year. This massive population movement, 

involving more than a million people, is expected to have an impact on the epidemiological 

balance and the team in Pakistan is doing its best to avoid serious consequences. 

A similar picture is observed in Afghanistan. You have heard me more than once describe 

the two endemic countries of this Region as one epidemiological block and I am pleased to note 

the sustained commitment in both countries and the exemplary close and comprehensive 

collaboration between them. 

Dear Colleagues 

 I do not need to emphasize the importance of sensitive AFP surveillance as the 

cornerstone for early detection of any importation or wild virus spread. It is satisfying to note 

that overall in the Region, the quality of AFP surveillance continues to be of certification 

standard. This continues to be reaffirmed through surveillance reviews and is noted by all of you 

from the weekly polio fax. 

 The Region as a whole continues to remain highly vulnerable to importation of wild polio 

viruses from neighbouring countries and also from distant countries. Egypt documented, through 

environmental monitoring, two importations, one from the southern Sudan/Ethiopia border and 

the other from India. Strong routine and supplementary efforts in the form of mop-ups prevented 

the occurrence of any cases. 

 Both northern and southern Sudan suffered from importations with a less favourable 

outcome than that of Egypt. In the north repeated introduction from Chad of both type (1) and 

type (3) wild viruses were documented with a result of limited spread. In the south an 

importation from Ethiopia in June 2008 resulted in an epidemic claiming 24 cases in 2008 and 28 

cases so far in 2009. Southern Sudan is now in the grip of an epidemic of wild poliovirus 1. 

 In spite of the temporary setback facing the regional efforts, we continue to remain 

optimistic based on the persistently high-level of political commitment to polio eradication in the 

Region and to the commitment and devotion of the partners and the national and international 

staff involved in polio eradication, particularly in infected countries.  

 Without taking too much of your time in this heavily scheduled meeting, let me wish you 

a very productive meeting and a pleasant stay in Cairo.     


