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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to the Fifth Inter-regional Meeting on 

Coordination of Operation MECACAR both national staff involved in poliomyelitis 

eradication and representatives of our partners in the global poliomyelitis initiative, 

namely, UNICEF, Rotary International and the Centres for Disease Control and 

Prevention; I also welcome WHO staff from the European Regional Office and 

headquarters. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

 This is the fifth meeting on coordination of Operation MECACAR since it was 

launched in January 1995 as an inter-regional coordination activity for poliomyelitis 
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eradication. I am pleased to note that many of you, especially the national representatives, 

have attended all the meetings of this operation, a fact which has contributed to ensuring  

the continuity of the programme leadership for achieving the goal of poliomyelitis 

eradication by the year 2000. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

 It is gratifying to know that since your most recent meeting in Rome in October 1997, 

progress towards poliomyelitis eradication in the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean 

and European Regions has continued with vigour.  It gives me great pleasure to highlight 

some of the achievements in this regard in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 

 

 The first and most important achievement is related to the implementation of national 

immunization days. Since the previous meeting, national immunization days have been 

implemented in all of Somalia, both in the central and southern regions and in the north-

west and north-east.  In both areas achievements were remarkable. In central and southern 

Somalia about 1 million children under 5 were immunized in extremely difficult 

circumstances.  Another remarkable success was the conduct of NIDs in February and 

March 1998 in all areas of southern Sudan regardless of whether under government or 

rebel control with more than 800 000 children immunized. All countries of Operation 

MECACAR have conducted NIDs during the period since have last met. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

 Accelerated efforts and achievements have been not only in conducting national 

immunization days but also in surveillance.  Since our last meeting, surveillance for acute 

flaccid paralysis has been introduced in Somalia (north-east and north-west), in the 

Republic of Yemen, and is rapidly improving in Afghanistan.  AFP surveillance has nearly 

reached the required level of sensitivity, being able to identify at least one case of non-

poliomyelitis AFP per 100 000 children under 5, in many of the countries in the 

MECACAR project. I am pleased to tell you that all countries have functioning 

surveillance systems, albeit of different degrees of comprehensiveness. 
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 The regional laboratory network supporting surveillance has also shown significant 

progress as evidenced by the accreditation of many of the laboratories in the network, 

based on technical proficiency, appropriate facilities and managerial arrangements. 

 

 As a result of the successful implementation of poliomyelitis eradication activities, 15 

countries of the Region have been poliomyelitis-free for three or more years. In two 

countries, Egypt and the Islamic Republic of Iran, the number of reported cases were 14 

and 13 respectively in 1997 and only two cases have been reported in each country during 

the first six months of 1998.  In fact, in 1997, 90% of the regional cases were reported from 

a single country—Pakistan.  In 1997, Pakistan reported 961 cases against 341 in 1996.  

This increase in 1997 is partly attributable to a significant improvement in AFP 

surveillance. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

 Although our achievements have been tremendous, there are still many challenges 

that face us.  There is a chronic shortfall in the human and financial resources needed for 

intensifying the activities in the last, most difficult phase of the initiative.  We are 

witnessing declining political will in the face of a disappearing disease in some countries.  

Countries which have achieved poliomyelitis-free status or are close to achieving it face 

the challenge of the importation of wild poliovirus, both across borders and from distant 

areas.  In this regard, I am pleased to refer to the informal consultations between the 

Regional Directors of the European and Eastern Mediterranean Regions and headquarters 

staff held in 1997 and 1998.  The key recommendation of the consultations was to adopt a 

new three-year initiative called Operation MECACAR PLUS, focusing on coordination of 

inter-regional and regional intercountry action to interrupt the remaining chains of both 

intra- and inter-regional wild poliovirus transmission through establishing efficient AFP 

surveillance systems, especially in border areas, and coordinaiton of mopping-up 

immunization activities in border and high-risk areas. The plan of action under this new 

phase of the operation was discussed and valuable recommendations were made during the  

meeting in Rome, in which most of you participated and contributed.  During this three-day 

meeting, you will present and discuss regional and individual country achievements under 



 4

this new initiative and exchange valuable information and ways of overcoming problems 

encountered by individual countries. 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

 Before ending these introductory remarks, I wish to reiterate that the success we are 

witnessing through Operation MECACAR and generally in poliomyelitis eradication as a 

result of the extensive efforts of national health authorities and field staff, as well as the 

partnership and back-up provided by Centres for Diseases Control, Rotary International, 

WHO, UNICEF and other partners, including the governments of Denmark, Finland, 

Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, United Arab Emirates and United Kingdom. The challenges 

ahead of us in our efforts to achieve the eradication of poliomyelitis will require further 

strengthening of the high-level national commitment and the commitment of the partner 

agencies. 

 

 I wish you all success in your deliberations and a pleasant stay in Cairo. 

 


