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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

I extend a warm welcome to you all at the start of this meeting which is being 

held to plan some concrete action against one of the most intractable and most serious 

health problems in our world today. I note with pleasure the fact that this meeting is 

graced with the participation of Dr Hajar Ahmad Hajar, the Minister of Health of Qatar, 

and Dr Abdurrahman Al-Suweilam, the Executive Director of the Council of Health 

Ministers in the Gulf Cooperation Council. Undoubtedly their active participation in the 
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meeting will give its conclusion an added element of urgency and facilitate the 

implementation of whatever plans and recommendations we will agree upon to chart the 

way ahead in the fight against the evil of tobacco. 

 

May I start by pointing out a fundamental difference between the problem of 

tobacco and all other health problems we deal with. When we hold a meeting to map our 

strategy to combat something like infectious childhood diseases, or AIDS, we depart at 

the end of the meeting trusting that implementation will follow without unnecessary 

delays. There will be in every country people who will take the matter up and try to get 

the necessary resources to put the agreed strategy into effect. Their work will be seen to 

serve a clear interest of the Ministry of Health and the population. No voices will be 

raised against dealing with a serious problem affecting the health of the community. 

 

But when it comes to tobacco and its control, the question is totally different. It is 

relatively simple to formulate a plan of action, but when it comes to putting it into effect 

the difficulties may seem insurmountable. Because of the nature of the problem, many 

elements must work in unison before any plan of action against tobacco can hope to 

achieve any measure of success. An important reason for this is the fact that a determined 

effort to reduce tobacco consumption in any community must bring together many 

different sectors: education, media, legislation and health, to name but a few. It should 

aim to change social norms. It has to challenge a determined and powerful enemy. It has 

to counter vested interests, apathy and lack of resources.  

 

WHO’s interest in the tobacco problem has received a new impetus since the 

Director-General placed it in its proper position, high on our list of priorities. But when 

we compare it with the other two priority initiatives we have, namely Roll-back Malaria 

and Stop Tuberculosis, we find a basic difference. The pathogens causing malaria and 

tuberculosis are all we have to fight. We do not have to fight human agents also. There is 

simply no multi-national company allocating huge resources to promote malaria or to 

spread TB. We may have to compete for adequate resources, but no one will advocate 

counter action or suggest that we leave such diseases alone! 
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In the case of tobacco, we have firstly to fight the onslaught of the multi-national 

tobacco companies which allocate several thousand million dollars every year for the 

promotion of a product that kills annually more than 4 million people. We also have to 

fight national industries which are keen to present the increase in their production and 

sales as an asset to the national economy, when their product actually destroys the health 

of the nation and spreads addiction among its youth. We also have to fight other 

pressures, from largely well-meaning quarters, which see in tobacco no more than an 

ordinary product that fits in with their plans or serves their interests. We can list here 

ministries of finance which are keen to continue to have their revenue from tobacco 

taxation, ministries of agriculture which look on tobacco as a product that brings good 

income to farmers, and ministries of industry which look at cigarette production as an 

industry providing jobs. We may also include advocates of personal freedom who view 

the option to smoke as a matter of personal choice which must not be encroached upon. 

The underlying issue of whether personal freedom should extend to being free to damage 

one’s health is never properly discussed. There are others who also prefer that tobacco 

should be left alone. 

 

Then there are the smokers themselves. In any health issue, we receive good 

support from those who are adversely affected by it. In the case of tobacco, smokers pay 

money to continue to expose themselves to its dangers. 

 

This situation is akin to one in which a person finds his house on fire and rushes 

out crying for help. His neighbours gather around him, but instead of calling the fire 

brigade and starting to take steps to combat the fire and prevent its spread, they try to 

persuade the house owner to leave the fire alone. They tell him that when his house is 

burnt down, a new house will be built, which provides employment to people in the 

building industry, and sales of building material for those who produce them. Furniture 

dealers will also benefit from new sales, and the neighbourhood will have a better-

looking house. No one answers the poor man’s question: who will pay for all these? 
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In the case of tobacco, we all pay, the whole nation, smokers and non-smokers. 

And we pay out of the most precious commodity we have: our health, our youth and our 

young children. 

 

 Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

I am not going to dwell on the hazards of smoking and the long list of diseases it 

causes. You are all well aware of these. I would like to emphasize, however, that we have 

a hard and long fight on our hands. Furthermore, the forces we are combating are not 

sitting idle. Driven by their insatiable greed, they take a callous attitude to the health of 

their customers. They spare no effort in trying to expand their markets and recruit new 

addicts. A clear example is the spread of water-pipe smoking among women. This was, 

until a few years ago, a preserve of men only. Now the practice has been vigorously 

promoted among women with glossy packaging and an aura of glamour. Moreover, the 

tobacco industry tries hard to circumvent the laws and regulations restricting 

advertisements. Most countries of the Region have banned tobacco advertising in the 

media, particularly radio and television. Now we have aggressive advertising of tobacco 

through satellite television channels monitored throughout the Region, and in Arabic 

newspapers and magazines published in London and Paris for sale in our Member States.  

 

These examples serve to illustrate what a hard task we are undertaking. It will be 

a long fight against a most determined enemy. Yet we simply cannot afford to lose this 

fight if we truly believe that health is a fundamental human right and that it should be 

enjoyed by all people. Hence it is important to understand the nature of the problem and 

the hostile forces we face in order to plan our action wisely and effectively. Because of 

the nature of the tobacco problem, our efforts must enlist allies in different sectors. A 

multi-sectoral approach has been advocated by WHO for effective action against many 

problems, but it has never been more important than in the fight against tobacco. And 

because of the particular nature of tobacco and its problem I feel that multi-sectoral 

cooperation should be explored in-depth, and in a way that can benefit other important 
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health questions. Besides, the problem of tobacco offers ministries of health a chance to 

place health in its appropriately high position on the national agenda.  

 

I wish you all a very successful meeting, and I hope that the outcome will be 

appropriate and realistic measures to ensure progress in combating the problem of 

tobacco use in your countries. I hope that this meeting will be an important step forward 

in our march towards a tobacco-free Eastern Mediterranean Region.  

 

May God bless you all. 


