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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this 19th intercountry meeting of 

national managers of the expanded programme on immunization, organized jointly by 

WHO and UNICEF. I wish also to welcome the members of the Regional Technical 

Advisory Group for the Expanded Programme on Immunization for the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region who will be participating in this meeting and at the same time 

holding their 15th meeting. I would like to thank the Government of Morocco for hosting 

these meetings and for providing such excellent support and facilities. My thanks and 

deep appreciation are due to His Excellency Mr Thami El-Khyari, Minister of Health, for 
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his interest and support and for honouring us with his presence and inaugurating this 

meeting here today. 

I wish also to welcome and extend sincere thanks to the representatives of the 

various partner agencies, for making the effort to come and for their continued interest, 

commitment and support to immunization activities in our Region. I wish specifically to 

acknowledge the presence of representatives of the Centers for Diseases Control and 

Prevention, Atlanta, the Gulf Cooperation Council, USAID, the World Bank, the Arab 

Gulf Programme for UN Development Organizations, the Canadian International 

Development Agency, the Japan International Cooperation Agency and the USA Red 

Cross. My thanks go also to WHO headquarters and UNICEF headquarters colleagues 

and field officers participating in this meeting 

Dear Colleagues 

There is no longer any doubt today that immunization constitutes the most cost-

effective health intervention in communicable disease prevention, and that the Expanded 

Programme on Immunization represents the ideal framework for the implementation of 

successful vaccination strategies and activities. We have given particular attention to this 

very important health programme and have considered the achieving and sustaining of 

high routine immunization coverage by all EPI antigens as one of the highest priorities in 

our Region. However, despite the huge efforts deployed in recent years, the regional 

average of reported immunization coverage has not risen above the level of 80% reached 

in 1997. 

The main reason for this is the relatively poor programme implementation in six 

countries, where the EPI programme faces a number of problems which limit access to 

proper immunization services. Reported coverage figures in Pakistan, Sudan and 

Republic of Yemen fluctuate between 70% and 80%, with a small improvement noted 

last year in Sudan and Republic of Yemen, while Afghanistan, Djibouti and Somalia 

continue to report very low figures.  
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To address these problems, the Regional Office, in collaboration with the 

Regional Working Group of the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI), 

was very active last year, especially in assisting these six countries to reactivate their 

Inter-agency Coordination Committees, to review and analyse the EPI programme 

situation and constraints, and to develop realistic and comprehensive multi-year plans as 

well as adequate applications for GAVI support to strengthen the routine vaccination 

activities. 

I am glad to note that the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization had 

already approved the applications for support from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Sudan and 

Yemen applications. More recently, Djibouti and Somalia submitted applications for the 

seventh round review (which took place in the last week of May 2002) and these were 

also approved. 

Nevertheless, we have to bear in mind that GAVI support will not result in 

effective improvement in the EPI unless all of us are committed to working closely 

together to ensure that this support is used in the most adequate and proper way possible, 

according to the national multi-year plans. Moreover, the full engagement of the national 

authorities as well as all the National Inter-Agency Coordination Committee members 

will be key factors for success. 

Dear Colleagues 

Considerable progress has been made towards polio eradication in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. Poliovirus transmission has been interrupted in 18 of the 23 

countries of the Region and the intensity and geographical extent of virus transmission 

continues to decrease rapidly in the remaining five countries. The total number of 

reported polio cases decreased from 505 in 2000 to 140 in 2001. So far in 2002, only 23 

cases have been reported. 

The success we are witnessing is a result of extensive efforts by national 

authorities and the technical and financial support provided by WHO, UNICEF, CDC, 

Atlanta, Rotary International and others. 
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Efforts have included the organization and implementation of high quality 

supplementary immunization activities conducted house to house in order to reach each 

and every child, even in the most difficult areas. AFP surveillance, the compass that 

directs immunization efforts and provides the proof of eradication, has reached very good 

quality, even in countries ravaged by war and conflict. 

I have long asked you to make maximum use of the lessons learned from polio 

eradication in order to strengthen routine immunization programmes. I am pleased to note 

that, through polio eradication, infrastructure has been markedly strengthened, with 

substantial investment in the cold chain, transport, communication systems, disease 

surveillance and laboratory services. Most important of all has been the building of the 

national human resources capacity and the marked improvement in programme 

management. 

The goal of polio eradication is now very near, however, we must realize that the 

last steps are the most difficult. I am sure that with your continuous commitment and the 

support of the global partners, eradication will be achieved soon. 

Dear Colleagues 

Since the resolution of the Regional Committee in 1997 to eliminate measles by 

2010, in a way that will not jeopardize poliomyelitis eradication, the regional efforts for 

strengthening measles control activities have been intensified and remarkable progress 

has been made. Currently the elimination group comprises 18 countries, of which Egypt, 

Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, Libyan Arab Jamahiriya and Republic of Yemen all joined 

recently. 

The date for neonatal tetanus elimination (2005) is fast approaching and seven 

countries have not yet reached the goal. These are Afghanistan, Egypt, Iraq, Pakistan, 

Somalia, Sudan and Republic of Yemen. However, I am pleased to note that Egypt, Iraq, 

Pakistan, Sudan and Republic of Yemen have already started implementing the 

WHO/UNICEF recommended strategy based on the high-risk approach. Two rounds of 

tetanus toxoid immunization were successfully conducted last year in 47 and 16 
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identified high-risk districts in the Republic of Yemen and Sudan, respectively. Similar 

action plans are currently ready in Afghanistan, Djibouti and Somalia. Joint WHO and 

UNICEF efforts are going on to assist these countries in meeting the elimination goal on 

time, through proper implementation of the recommended strategy. It is also very 

important to verify elimination in countries that claim to have reached the goal. In this 

respect I note with satisfaction that Morocco hosted in March 2002 an important regional 

training workshop for future consultants on the validation process for neonatal tetanus 

elimination. During the workshop, potential consultants were trained on the verification 

tool developed by WHO in collaboration with UNICEF. The workshop was followed by 

a field exercise to verify the elimination status in Morocco and I am very happy to note 

that the exercise indicated that Morocco has been successful in reaching elimination 

status and would like to congratulate the Government of Morocco on the achievement. 

Nevertheless, I would like to draw your kind attention to the fact that this important 

achievement needs to be maintained, as the tetanus organism will remain with us and 

hence we need to sustain our effort to prevent its spread.  

Dear Colleagues 

I am particularly satisfied to note the important achievement made in Pakistan and 

Yemen with regard to hepatitis B control, with the introduction of Hep B vaccine into 

their national EPI programme, with GAVI support. This is an achievement that will 

benefit at least 6 million more children every year in our Region. I hope that Sudan will 

be able to achieve similar support from the GAVI initiative before the end of this year, 

which will increase the number of countries that have included Hep B vaccine in their 

routine EPI to 20 countries, and give a real chance of being immunized against this 

serious disease to around 92% of the children under one year in the Region.  

I cannot end discussion of new vaccines without mentioning my great satisfaction 

at the progress made in the introduction of Haemophilus influenzae vaccine within the 

Region. The vaccine was recently introduced in the routine programme in five countries, 

namely Cyprus, Jordan, Oman, Saudi Arabia and Syrian Arab Republic in addition to the 

four countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and United Arab Emirates) that had already 
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introduced it. Five more countries have now decided on the introduction of this vaccine 

and are more or less advanced in the finalization of the introduction process; these are 

Egypt, Lebanon, Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, Tunisia and Republic of Yemen. I hope that 

more countries will join this group; I am particularly thinking about Iraq, Morocco, 

Pakistan, Palestine and Sudan. 

Dear Colleagues 

Once again, I wish to express my sincere gratitude to all of you for your efforts in 

promoting your national programmes and for participating in these meetings and I assure 

you of our continuous support and collaboration. I wish you all success in your 

deliberations and a pleasant stay in Morocco. 


