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Your Excellency, Distinguished Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the opening of the CEHA Regional Workshop 

on the Role of the Media in Promoting Health and Environment, the first of its kind on environmental 

health activities in WHO’s Eastern Mediterranean Region. I would like to take this opportunity to 

express my gratitude to the Government of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for the thoughtful 

hospitality and support extended by its agencies, which has made the holding of this workshop easier, 

and in particular to His Excellency Dr Aref Al Bataineh, the Minister of Health, and his staff for their 

timely and courteous cooperation and assistance to WHO/CEHA during the organization of the 

workshop. 

 

 Human beings, to be healthy, need to live in an environment that is conducive to healthy 

physical, mental and social development. Thus environmental pollution is becoming one of the most 

important subjects for consideration and concern in the Eastern Mediterranean Region.  

 

 Within a period of two decades from 1980 to 2000, the population of the Region will have 

almost doubled from 287 million to a projected 520 million. While population explosion is often 

regarded as the root cause of many of the environmental problems we are facing in the Region, the 
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historical pattern of population change shows that a sustained decline in birth rates is unlikely to be 

achieved without a sustained decline in infant mortality. 

 

 Rapid urbanization, rural depopulation and industrialization are important characteristics of 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region. Most of the Member States consider that rapid industrial 

development is essential, because such development will lead to improved quality of life with better 

economic and social well-being. However, industrialization also produces very serious degradation of 

the quality of the environment, observed as pollution in air, water and soil, which may be potentially 

damaging to human health. 

 

 Air pollution is already a significant environmental problem in large urban centres of the 

Region such as Cairo, Karachi, Teheran and Damascus, which suffer from heavy traffic congestion. 

Almost 50 to 60% of air pollutants in the big cities of our Member States are contributed by vehicular 

emissions and aggravated by the use of lead-containing fuels, poorly maintained engines and the long 

life of vehicles. A motor vehicle consumes and converts into poisonous gases in 10 minutes the 

amount of oxygen needed by a human over 24 hours. The number of vehicles in the Region is 

expected to almost double within the next two decades, so it is not difficult to imagine that most of 

today’s city children will spend their lives in a polluted environment, with an adverse health impact as 

a consequence.  

 

 Pesticides are highly toxic chemical compounds that not only kill pests but are also toxic to 

all living organisms, with a wide range of toxicity. We have to raise the awareness of and enlighten 

both pesticide users and the community about the toxic nature of pesticides and other chemicals. 

Thus, we must collaborate closely with the media in order to raise this awareness.  

 

 Illiteracy and poverty are other factors that play a substantial role in the degradation of the 

quality of the environment. In our Region, one third of the Member States have illiteracy rates higher 

than 50%. 

 
 Our common future will be shaped by how we eradicate poverty, how we adopt more 

restrained and conservationist consumption patterns and how we promote a long-term perspective for 

development planning. In other words, our pledge to save our natural resources from destruction can 

still be honoured if we are really prepared to accept a new kind of development, called 

“environmentally sound sustainable development” or ESSD. It may be defined as development that 

meets the basic needs of the present generations without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. 
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 The promotion of ESSD requires responsible action at all levels of the community, from 

individuals to governments. High priority has to be given to creating awareness and providing 

economic and other incentives to encourage conservation and efficient use of natural resources. 

  

 Ministries and agencies responsible for the promotion of environmental health generally rely 

heavily on science alone to achieve their objectives. There is now, however, a growing awareness of 

the role of human behaviour in the control of environmental pollution. Social and cultural practices 

and habits play a major role in promoting health or in causing illness. 

 

 Since the adoption of health for all as a universal goal for WHO and its Member States, we 

have been repeating time and again that everyone has a role to play in an all-out effort to make our 

common goal a reality by the year 2000. 

 

 The goal of health for all suggests that our message should address the entire human race and 

that our efforts should aim at improving the quality of human life in a spirit of complete and genuine 

social justice. This requires that ordinary people play an increasingly active part in improving their 

health, which, in turn, places an important duty on the health sector—WHO and national health 

authorities—to provide health education and information on a wide scale, to enable people to discard 

unhealthy practices and adopt healthy lifestyles. In the harsh realities of today, when harmful products 

and practices that have a negative effect on health are aggressively marketed, promoted or 

encouraged, we have to approach our task in an assertive manner, in order to make our eventual task 

of achieving health for all easier. 

 

 Three elements are of paramount importance in this approach. The first concerns the language 

we speak. We must be seen to be open and to talk the language of the layman and to be aware that our 

relationship with all people is one of partnership. This is the image that we need to cultivate, so that 

we can replace the old stereotype  generally associated with the medical profession, that of people 

who are reserved, talk scientific jargon and give paternalistic advice. 

 

 Secondly, the information that we provide should be ready, regular and frequent. This 

highlights the importance of forging a partnership between health, the media and national information 

services to ensure a regular flow of information in a two-way communication channel between health 

authorities and the medical profession on the one hand and the public on the other. 
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 Thirdly, the information we give must be presented in a manner that wins people’s trust. 

People will need to know that ours is a noble message which seeks to ensure that all people enjoy 

their natural right to health. 

 

 The complexity of our task is undeniable, especially when we consider that our message must 

reach all people. Every man, woman and child is part of our target audience. Hence, we should use all 

possible means of communication, without underestimating the value of any, starting with face-to-

face dialogue in one-to-one situations and ending by using the mass media. 

 

 In practical terms, this means that national health programmes should allocate more budgetary 

resources to health advocacy. This may be easier said than done, considering the competing demands 

and the fact that in most countries, additional resources are very difficult to come by. While it is 

gratifying to see a number of Member States recognizing the role of health advocacy and using 

different channels of public information for that purpose, the fact remains that the public information 

wing in health ministries has not yet begun to realize its full potential in promoting healthy practices 

and lifestyles. 

 

 During this three-day workshop, media professionals who are interested in environmental 

health issues—such as reporters and programme producers from TV and radio, and columnists and 

reporters from newspapers—are coming together to make a forum for discussion; to review and share 

ideas about the most appropriate approaches for disseminating environmental health information to 

the media; and to draw the attention of the media to raise public awareness of the intimate relationship 

between health and the state of the environment, so that WHO and the media in the Region can join 

forces in promoting lifestyles that are supportive to and consistent with the principles of 

environmentally sound and sustainable development. 

 

 In conclusion, I wish to thank you all for agreeing to participate in this important workshop, 

which aims to identify the role of the media in promoting health and a healthy environment. I wish 

you success in your deliberations and look forward to receiving your positive, constructive proposals 

and recommendations. Lastly, may I wish you all a very pleasant stay in this beautiful city of Amman. 

  


