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Ladies and Gentlemen, distinguished guests, 

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to the intercountry meeting on health 

education in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, which aims at redefining the strategic vision 

for health education. I would like to thank you for participating in this important event that 

will determine the directions the Region will take in the area of health education. 

 

More than ever, it is time to give health education the importance it deserves to ensure 

that effective education, communication and community mobilization achieve the level of 

health literacy desired. Health education is a key vehicle for health promotion that has the 

ultimate goal of improving health literacy and behaviour change to enable people to be and to 

stay healthy and active.  

 

Countries in Eastern Mediterranean Region are witnessing demographic, social, 

economic and political transitions that affect people’s daily choices. For instance, the 

availability and easy access to tobacco and fast food, the shift from outdoor activities to 

indoor ones and the busy working schedules have altered the ways in which individuals and 

communities organize their daily activities. In recent decades, we have observed a sharp 

increase in obesity among adults and children because of unhealthy eating habits and lack of 

physical activity. In Egypt for example 80% of the adult population is inactive, and in Oman 

 

 

 

 



the inactivity rate is 78%. In Kuwait, the prevalence of overweight among women is about 

80%, and is 78% among men. In the United Arab Emirates, the prevalence is almost 78% for 

men and 60% for women. The manifestation of obesity is the increase in prevalence of 

chronic diseases such as type II diabetes and hypertension and other cardiovascular diseases.  

 

Smoking is also a major concern in the Region, especially among youth. In countries 

of the Gulf Cooperation Council, about 50% of students aged 14-18 years smoke and 25% of 

them started at between 10 and 15 years. This will have serious consequences on the health of 

a whole generation to come. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

There are two ways to address unhealthy lifestyle, namely providing health education 

and ensuring that environments are conducive to making healthy choices. 

 

The year 2009 was marked by the emergence of a new type of influenza, pandemic 

H1N1. The experience highlighted unprecedented new challenges posed by emerging 

infectious diseases, including extensive population movements, difficulties in tracking 

transmission and increased public demand for government accountability. The H1N1 

response showed the importance of health education, especially with regard to hygiene 

behaviours, and had it not been for your efforts, the influenza pandemic undoubtedly would 

have caused more damage. 

 

Obviously, the past decades have witnessed exponential expansion of information 

technology. While this is very good in essence, it also means that health information is no 

longer the arena of recognized health authorities. With access to internet and other 

instruments, health has become a selling product. The role of health educators cannot be 

limited to a traditional one if it is to achieve effective results; it has to build on the 

internationally and regionally agreed instruments including the Ottawa and Bangkok charters, 

the Jakarta Declaration, the Nairobi call for Action, and the Regional Strategy for Health 

Promotion. But health education methods and tools have to be adapted to the current context; 

E-health education is certainly a domain that you have to consider as part of your work.  

 

 



Ladies and Gentlemen,  

In the area of health education, the Regional Office has produced two key documents, 

a foundation paper that reviews all the concepts related to health education, and a review of 

health literacy in the Region. The foundation document provides a clear and common 

understanding of concepts related to health education, and the health literacy document 

provides examples of how to improve the health knowledge and skills in selected topics.  

Building on these two documents, the Regional Office developed a strategic plan that 

several of you have reviewed online. During these four days, you will build on your 

experiences and discuss the proposed strategic plan as well as ways to adapt it in your 

countries. This plan will constitute a basis for planning your national activities for health 

education and for joint programming with WHO. 

I am confident that through your efforts, you will be able to set strategic directions for 

health education and sustain a fruitful partnership for health in the Region.  

I wish you all the best in your efforts and a pleasant stay in Cairo. I look forward to 

your recommendations.  
 


