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Your Excellency Professor Dr Usama Bin Abdel Maguid Shobokshi, Minister of Health 
Your Excellency Director-General of King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre 
Representative of the International Telecommunication Union Representatives of 
international and national agencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues 
 

 It gives me great pleasure to address this gathering which encompasses two important 

occasions. One is the inauguration of the Saudi National Telemedicine Network, which we 

hope will be a good example of what health informatics and telematics can do to serve the 

public health cause. The second is the opening ceremony of this intercountry meeting on 

telemedicine, which is the first of its kind to be organized by the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region. I would like to take this opportunity to express my thanks to His Excellency 

Professor Dr Usama Bin Abdel Maguid Shobokshi, Minister of Health, for his presence at this 

inaugural meeting and for joining us to share the vision of this new era. This is the first time 

that a distinguished group of national officers in charge of health informatics, telematics and 

telemedicine in Ministries of Health meet with their counterparts from Ministries of 

Telecommunications to discuss telemedicine services at the country level, issues involved in 
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telemedicine services, policy development and other telemedicine applications with emphasis 

on the lessons learnt and future steps in the information age. 

 
Dear Colleagues, 

 
There are two imperatives in the health sectors of nearly all countries: to improve access 

to quality health care, and to control the costs of health services delivery. We believe that by 

optimizing resource utilization, health informatics, telematics and telemedicine may help to 

accomplish both. WHO has taken deep interest in health informatics and telematics in general 

and telemedicine in particular. The topic was discussed on a number of occasions by the 

Executive Board of WHO. At its 44th Session, the Regional Committee for the Eastern 

Mediterranean discussed health informatics and telematics and recommended further action to 

assess the situation in the Region and initiate collaborative activities for health informatics 

and telemedicine. 

 
Our survey of telemedicine in the Region has shown that most Eastern Mediterranean 

Region Member States have little or no experience in telemedicine, although they have 

extensively used health informatics and telematics in a number of areas. For countries that 

have such experience, it is limited to the importing of knowledge and expertise from North 

American and European countries. We would like to change this pattern to a model of 

exchange and transfer of knowledge within the Region. Centres of excellence for 

telemedicine services do exist in many countries of the Region and we have to tap and make 

use of their expertise. These centres exist mainly in urban areas and major cities, a fact which 

automatically deprives rural areas of the benefits of health information technology and 

telecommunications. These centres have concerned themselves mainly with curative 

medicine and treatment of diseases, but have not done much in disease prevention and 

control, which we need in our Region. 

 
Low cost telematics applications such as the Internet technology provide a valuable tool 

for education, consultation and treatment, public health surveillance and research 

collaboration between health care professionals at the country level, regional level and 

worldwide. The Regional Office has been using the Internet over the last two years for the 

following purposes:  

• to collect and disseminate disease surveillance and health statistics data; 
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• to disseminate and publish health education materials through its Health Education 

through Religion series which is fully published on the Internet, as well as many 

newsletters which address public health issues; 

• to publish medical education and training materials through its Technical Publications 

Series, the Eastern Mediterranean Health Journal and other technical documents; and 

• to publish databases of health and biomedical literature to help countries in the Region 

access health and biomedical information resources available at the Regional Office. This 

initiative is aimed at overcoming the problem of lack of access to medical journals in 

most of the countries in the Region. 

 
Despite the fact that the Internet has major impact on the health care sector, it has two 

major disadvantages that we have to consider: 
 

• Internet is not available to the vast majority of the health care units in our Region 

particularly those in rural areas, which nullifies the assumption that it is a useful source 

of information; 

• Some of the information that is published on the Internet is neither authenticated nor 

verified by authoritative sources, which creates doubts around the usefulness of this 

information.  

 
Development of telemedicine policies and projects at the national level is a new concept 

in our Region. Many of the issues involved are either overlooked or are not foreseen by 

planners and implementers. Those issues which we think should be considered are needs 

assessment, ethics, legal and policy matters, human and cultural matters, financing and 

sustainability and integration of telemedicine into the national health care system.  

 
I take this opportunity to express my great satisfaction with the way in which 

collaboration among national and international institutions and UN Agencies has been shown 

to help in achieving common objectives and goals. The organization of this meeting has 

resulted from common understanding between the WHO Regional Office and the 

International Telecommunication Union, the one specialized in public health and the other in 

telecommunications. One has a regional, specific geographic focus, and the other has a 

worldwide mission. The presence of representatives from Ministries of Health and Ministries 

of Telecommunications at this meeting demonstrates the success of the effort to work 
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together in an interdisciplinary issue such as telemedicine. I would like to call on health care 

professionals in Ministries of Health and elsewhere to open continuous dialogue with 

professionals in all other institutions and ministries—health and its protection is the 

responsibility of all. 

 
During this meeting, you will thoroughly consider the various applications of 

telemedicine in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. One of the top priorities for our countries 

is to know more about telemedicine, what it is and how it might be able to help solve some of 

the shortages in medical and health care. When considering telemedicine as part of the 

national health care system, the aspects that you may include in a national plan are the 

following: 

 
• Administrative: Telemedicine could help in the administrative tasks involved in 

implementing national health policies, which currently is a problem in many Member 

States of our Region; 

• Reinforcing national health structures: Telemedicine could help improve linkages between 

rural district hospitals and the main national hospitals; 

• Education: Telemedicine services could help provide training and education to health care 

professionals in rural areas through distance learning, mentoring and case consultation; 

and 

• Quality and efficiency of health care services could be improved through appropriate use 

of informatics and telematics. 

 
With the variety of presentations during this meeting, I am quite sure that there will be 

fruitful and scientific exchange of ideas and experience. The experience from WHO 

headquarters coupled with that of Regional Office will provide you with a comprehensive 

view of what to expect from WHO and what it can do. Country presentations will be 

invaluable in enlightening each other about your achievements, constraints and aspirations in 

this area of health care delivery. Technical presentations by experts from WHO, the 

International Telecommunication Union and King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research 

Centre will also provide extensive knowledge on what’s going on in the field. 

 
I look forward to your discussions, recommendations and future plans of action to 

introduce the concept and services of telemedicine in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 


