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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to this fourth intercountry meeting of 

directors of poliovirus laboratories in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 

 

 This meeting reflects a strong spirit of international collaboration and commitment to the 

global eradication of poliomyelitis.  I wish to specifically acknowledge the representation in this 

meeting of the United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Rotary International, the 

Task Force for Child Survival and Development Agency, the National Institute for Public Health 

and Environment of the Netherlands, the National Institute for Biological Standards and Control 

of the United Kingdom, the National Public Health Institute of Finland, and WHO headquarters. 

The partners present today represent the tremendous worldwide technical partnership that is an 

essential component of the global partnership for poliomyelitis eradication. 
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Dear Colleagues, 

 
 The drive to eradicate poliomyelitis from the world by the end of 2000 is one of the largest 

health initiatives ever undertaken. Since the goal to eradicate poliomyelitis was established by the 

World Health Assembly in 1988, the disease has rapidly disappeared from large areas of the 

world with the virus being eliminated from the Americas and Western Pacific.  Additionally, no 

case of poliomyelitis has occurred in Europe for more than 1 year.  

 
 In the Eastern Mediterranean Region remarkable progress has been achieved towards the 

goal of eradication. Large parts of the Region have now become poliomyelitis-free and 14 

countries have not reported a case of poliomyelitis for 3 or more years under conditions of 

improved surveillance. 

 
 Although the progress towards eradication has been impressive, significant challenges 

remain in the Region, and these must be overcome to meet the goal of eradication.  The total 

number of confirmed cases of poliomyelitis reported from the countries of the Region during 

1999 was 834.  Extraordinary efforts are currently underway to stop poliovirus transmission in the 

6 countries in which wild polioviruses were detected in 1999, namely, Afghanistan, Egypt, Iraq, 

Pakistan, Somalia, and Sudan.  

 
Dear Colleagues, 

 
 Laboratory-based surveillance for wild poliovirus in the Region, the core component of 

AFP surveillance, continues to make substantial progress. Nine of the 12 network laboratories 

were fully accredited in 1999 and three were provisionally accredited. It has been particularly 

satisfying to see the improvements that have been made in technical performance, data 

management and communication.  However, significant improvement is still required in the speed 

of specimen transport to the laboratory. Particular emphasis is required on rapid differentiation of 

polioviruses as wild or vaccine-like, as this information is of critical importance in planning 

immunization and surveillance activities.  

 
 The genetic characterization of wild poliovirus isolates from the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region continues to show reduction in genetic diversity.  As well, wild poliovirus circulating in 

remaining endemic countries are closely related to each other, indicating progress in poliomyelitis 

eradication. 
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Dear Colleagues,  

 
 The goal of poliomyelitis eradication is well within our reach. Excellence in laboratory 

performance is paramount and must be assured to support our activities in these final stages of the 

eradication programme. During this three-day meeting you will be reviewing the progress made 

by the poliovirus laboratory network. We hope that these network laboratories will serve as 

models in the Region for implementing plans for containment of wild polioviruses. I look forward 

to expanding your involvement to include support to other public health programmes. It is 

encouraging to see that the investments being made in strengthening the network laboratories are 

already yielding benefits for measles elimination programmes in eight countries of the Region.  

 

 I wish you all success in your deliberations and a pleasant stay in Oman. I look forward to 

your valuable recommendations on ways and means to further strengthen laboratory services. 

 
 Thank you. 
 


