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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 
 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you here today to this Regional 

Consultation for The World Health Report 2001. I would also like to take the opportunity 

to cordially welcome you to our new Regional Office in Cairo and to thank the Division 

of Mental Health and Prevention of Substance Abuse, WHO, Geneva for their 

collaboration and support of this meeting.  

 

The selection of mental health as the theme of World Health Day 2001 is a 

reflection and recognition of the increasing importance of mental health, the world over.  

As you are aware, the studies done on the Global Burden of Disease are indicative of this 

importance.  Epidemiological studies performed in this Region have also shown either 

the same prevalence and burden of mental illness as globally or, in some cases, higher 
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prevalence. There are also a number of studies showing that about 25 to 30 per cent of the 

adult population entering any given health facility only suffer from a mental health 

problem. A very high percentage of these cases remain unrecognized and instead go 

through unnecessary examinations, tests and sometimes even surgical procedures, 

causing much personal suffering and extra burden on already heavily burdened general 

health facilities. 

 

As far as mental health diseases are concerned, the Region is particularly faced 

with the issues of depression, epilepsy, management of chronically ill psychiatric patients 

and suicide, which seems to be on the rise in many parts of the Region. Substance abuse 

is also a very major mental health and development problem in the Region, with grave 

public health consequences, such as increasing the risk of HIV and other blood-borne 

infections.  

 

In addition to the common problems of the whole population, demographic and 

socio-cultural factors make some special groups more vulnerable to mental health-related 

suffering.  In our Region, as in many parts of the world, these groups include refugees, 

populations who live in areas afflicted by war and conflict, women, children and 

adolescents and the elderly. In this connection, the mental health of patients with somatic 

diseases, particularly those suffering from chronic disease, are also important.  All of 

these should be added to the increasingly important evidence and scientific literature 

regarding the effects of mental conditions and stress on a range of physical illnesses, 

including malignancies and cardiovascular diseases.        

 

The importance of mental health doesn't stop with mental illnesses.  Promotion of 

positive mental health, stress reduction, promotion of good parenting skills and healthier 

school and work environments are among many aspects of a comprehensive mental 

health package that can positively affect physical, mental and social well-being and 

quality of life. 
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In expectation of World Health Day 2001, the WHO Department of Mental Health 

and Prevention of Substance Abuse in Geneva has started a series of initiatives, ranging 

from preparation of The World Health Report 2001 on mental health, to designing 

brochures, posters, contests and the like. I am pleased to inform you that at the regional 

level too, I have formed a special task force to propose activities for promotion of mental 

health throughout the year. This task force is also expected to identify activities for 

advocacy and promotion at different levels for the Region. It will also advise on ways of 

working with the media, selection of regional slogans and mottos and preparation for 

some country level events. The current consultation has been arranged to give our 

internal task force insight into the views of mental health leaders of the Region regarding 

the promotional activities and preparation of The World Health Report 2001.  

 

Dear Colleagues 

 

Based on our contacts with Member States, reports of intercountry meetings, and 

visits by consultants and staff, our priorities can be summarized as follows: 

 

• The pressing need for the most basic level of services for seriously ill and chronic 

patients in some countries of the region⎯Afghanistan, Djibouti, Somalia and to a 

certain extent Iraq, Sudan and Yemen 

• Initiation and support for primary prevention of mental illness and promotion of 

mental health through schools and families  

• Advocacy at different levels of decision and opinion making, the health sector and the 

public in general to: 

• promote the value and importance of mental health as an existing and emerging 

health need and not a luxury 

• decrease the stigma attached to mental illnesses and their treatment by advocating 

the medical nature and treatability of the diseases 

• Further development of mental health services integrated within general and primary 

health care systems 
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• Issues related to mental health of special groups and also emerging mental health 

priorities such as those related to refugees, women, children and the elderly 

• Substance abuse. 

 

I would like to suggest that you consider these priority areas during your 

deliberations and provide us with suggestions for activities during the year 2001. I would 

also like to suggest discussing possible programmes involving social and community 

leaders in areas like religion, media, arts, literature and sport, through which advocacy for  

mental health and help in decreasing the stigma attached to mental illnesses and 

treatments could be promoted. I would like to request you, the leaders of mental health in 

this Region, to advocate programmes for promotion of mental health in your own 

countries throughout the year 2001. WHO will be pleased to be a part of your activities 

whenever and to the extent possible.   

 

In conclusion, I would like to wish you success in your work, a pleasant stay in Cairo 

and I look forward to seeing your recommendations.    

 

 


