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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 
 
 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this intercountry workshop on measles 

elimination organized by the World Health Organization.  

 

I wish to express my sincere thanks to the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic 

for hosting this workshop and for providing such excellent support, arrangements and 

facilities. My thanks and deep appreciation are due to His Excellency Dr Mohamed Eyad 

Chatty, Minister of Health, for his interest and support and for honouring us with his presence 

and inaugurating this meeting here today. 

 

   I would also like to extend my thanks to our colleagues from the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention in Atlanta, from UNICEF and from WHO headquarters for their 

participation in this meeting, as well as for their support for our efforts in the development of 

the Expanded Programme on Immunization in the Region. 
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Dear colleagues,  

 

Although great progress has been made in controlling measles, it is one of the major 

childhood killers, accounting for more child deaths than all the other vaccine-preventable 

diseases combined. Measles is still a problem in our Region. In 1997, more than 33 000 cases 

were reported with occurrence of outbreaks in different Member States of the Region. 

However, it should be noted that measles is under-reported. It is estimated globally that less 

than 5% of cases are ever reported. 

  

Recognizing this situation, and the fact that elimination of measles can be achieved 

using the currently available vaccine, in 1997 the Regional Committee adopted a resolution 

calling for measles elimination from the Region by the year 2010 with the understanding that 

measles elimination activities should not in any way jeopardize poliomyelitis eradication 

activities.  

 

It is gratifying to note the important achievements you have made in reaching the goal 

of polio eradication. Ten of the countries attending this workshop have now been 

poliomyelitis free for at least three successive years and the other three have been free from 

poliomyelitis for the last two years. We have to take advantage of the momentum created by 

poliomyelitis eradication and build on it to enhance efforts for elimination and eradication of 

other diseases. The experience from the Region of the Americas has demonstrated how a 

comprehensive transition from the goal of poliomyelitis eradication to one of measles 

elimination can contribute to the maintenance of high quality acute flaccid paralysis 

surveillance, required for the certification process. It has also permitted the political support 

necessary for successful immunization programmes to be sustained.  

  

Dear colleagues, 

 

 As you know, from the experience of countries that have been able to eliminate 

measles, high routine immunization coverage is not sufficient to reach the elimination state. 

In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, 15 Member States are adopting a two-dose schedule for 

measles vaccination and eight are using one dose of measles vaccine. During 1997 
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immunization coverage rates of 90% or more were reported from 16 Member States, yet as I 

mentioned outbreaks are still occurring. So, there is a need to identify a proper strategy for 

elimination of the disease. The elimination strategies that proved effective in the Americas are 

recommended for use in Member States of this Region. These include supplementation of 

routine immunization activities by mass immunization campaigns. Surveillance, with 

laboratory confirmation of cases, is also an important component needed to assess 

effectiveness of measles elimination and to detect circulation of the measles virus.  

  

Dear colleagues, 

 

The current situation with respect to measles elimination activities differs between 

Member States attending this meeting. In a previous workshop in Kuwait in 1995, Member 

States of the Gulf Cooperation Council set a target for measles elimination by the year 2000. 

Kuwait, Oman and Bahrain have already conducted the initial mass immunization campaigns 

and have planned follow-up activities. Plans have been prepared for the other three countries 

and are ready for implementation. Jordan has also conducted the first phase of a mass 

campaign, while the Syrian Arab Republic and Tunisia have prepared measles elimination 

plans. Other countries need to formulate their plans.  

 

Dear colleagues, 

 

I want also to remind you that to achieve the regional targets we need to move forward 

collectively and to coordinate efforts. This workshop is an excellent opportunity to share 

experiences and exchange ideas. I am sure that during the next few days, you will review the 

current situation of measles in your countries. You will also review and update your plans to 

reach the elimination goal. I would like to remind you that there are certain issues and special 

problems to be confronted in selecting and implementing strategies and approaches to 

accomplish elimination of the disease. In addition, full national commitment to eliminating 

the disease, with full support for the necessary activities should be obtained. I would also 

recommend that you consider including strategies for rubella elimination as a part of the plan 

you will develop. It is an opportunity to eliminate another disease at a marginal additional 

cost.  
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I hope that while poliomyelitis eradication is achieved by the target date, all countries 

of the Region will also join this initiative and pursue the goal of measles elimination. 

  

I have a strong conviction that measles will be eliminated from the entire Eastern 

Mediterranean Region in the very near future and that global eradication of measles will be 

the future goal. I would like to assure you that WHO will always supplement and support 

your national efforts in this regard. Once again, I wish to express my sincere gratitude to all of 

you for your efforts and for participating in this workshop. I wish you all success in your 

deliberations and a pleasant stay in Damascus.  

 

May God crown our collaborative efforts with his blessing. 

 
 
 


