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Mr Chairman, Distinguished Members of the Advisory Committee for Health Research, 

Dear Guests, Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the 20th Session of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Committee for Health Research, in Cairo. Before I begin, I would like to  

welcome Professor Ata-ur-Rehman, Minister of Science and Technology, Pakistan as the 

new Chairman of the Advisory Committee for Health Research. I would also like to 

welcome the new members of the Advisory Committee, as well as those of you who have 

been with us for some time. I would like to thank Dr Fathalla, Chairman of the Global 

Advisory Committee for Health Research, for being with us. I also thank the key speakers 

and our colleagues from partner organizations and from WHO, who have very kindly 

traveled here to contribute to and support our efforts in health research. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Health is an extremely precious asset. The tremendous achievements in the field 

of health during the last 50 years have been unparalleled in any other period of human 

history. Significant reductions in infant mortality and improvements in education and the 

quality of drinking-water now enable us to live significantly longer than previous 

generations. We even have successful models of disease eradication and elimination 

programmes. We have indeed witnessed a health revolution, but it is one that has left out 

over a billion people. 

 

The disparities in access to proper health care and inequities in health care 

provision are glaringly obvious, both worldwide and regionally. Within countries, the 

delivery of health care often does not reach those most in need—the poor. As health 

workers and researchers we must ask ourselves how we can help to minimize and 

alleviate this disparity. Our role under the circumstances is  crucial. 

 

We now have credible evidence of the central role of health research in  

improving health care as well as of its economic returns. It is in this spirit that the support 

for promotion, coordination and conduct of health research is enshrined in the WHO 

constitution. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

The last meeting of the Eastern Mediterranean Advisory Committee was held 4 

years ago in Beirut, Lebanon. In that meeting discussions on important issues like health 

policy research, monitoring antimicrobial resistance, infectious disease control and 

environmental impact on health were held. Since then, the Regional Office has remained 

active in supporting Member States in different areas of health research development. 

Summary reports on some of the research activities in the Region are being presented 

later this morning. 
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In October last year, the 48th Session of the Regional Committee for the Eastern 

Mediterranean endorsed a renewed health research policy for development in the Region. 

Dr Abdel Aziz Saleh will speak more about it, but in summary, the policy emphasizes the 

need for equitable health care in the Region through promoting the use of research as 

evidence for decision-making, policy formulation and health actions, capacity-building, 

intensifying regional collaboration and providing increased financial support to research 

endeavours by countries in the Region. 

 

With support from the WHO Special Programme for Research and Training in 

Tropical Diseases, five countries of the Region are currently undertaking a systematic 

examination and review of the national health research profiles. The purpose of this 

exercise is to identify and develop means for improving and harnessing support for  a 

sustainable national health research infrastructure. The Regional Committee has allocated 

2% of the biennial country budget for health research. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

The agenda for this meeting encompasses issues that are of regional significance 

and that require urgent attention. The four main subjects for discussion in the meeting are 

ethics in health research, recent advances in biotechnology and genomic research, the 

need for health research in countries in conflict and complex emergencies and the need 

for developing a research agenda for health systems. 

 

The issue of ethics in health care and health research in the Region needs 

examination and scrutiny. Adherence to ethical norms practices and standards in health 

care delivery and research are cardinal to the principles of equity, fairness and justice. In 

the drive for equitable health care it is absolutely essential to uphold and defend ethical 

values in our practices. 

 

The emerging revolution in genetics and genomic research has brought 

humankind renewed hope. The advances resulting from this technology offer 
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unprecedented opportunities for controlling and preventing disease. I believe that the 

Region cannot afford to be left behind in this vital arena of health care. However, the 

emerging science of human genome research raises important social, legal and ethical 

issues, which need understanding and resolution. It is also imperative that we thoroughly 

examine the ramifications of the emerging knowledge, scope and application of human 

genome research in the context of the religious beliefs and practices of the people of the 

Region. 

 

The third subject included in this session is the need for health research in 

countries that are in conflict and crisis situations. There are several countries in the 

Region that have been in crisis situations for decades now. Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine 

and Somalia are obvious examples. Although the primary focus of support under such 

conditions is relief operations, carrying out relief operations without rationale and 

planning has little or no effect. The populations living in crisis situations have special 

health care needs which must be addressed by special means, and so the role of health 

research for such conditions is very important. 

 

The fourth area of discussion in this meeting is the important issue of 

improvement and development of health systems in the Region. As you well know, the 

Region comprises 23 countries that stretch from the Atlantic shores in the west to the 

Himalayas in the east. There are marked regional variations in social, economic and 

cultural values and perceptions. The health care systems must operate as best they can 

within the different environments and the given means and resources. This presents 

enormous challenges as well opportunities and scope for research in the struggle for 

better and equitable development of the health care systems within the Region. 

 

This meeting also provides us an opportunity to discuss and build collaborative 

research initiatives both within WHO as well as with other international research 

organizations. This afternoon, you will hear about the WHO’s worldwide research on 

assessment of health research systems performance, an exercise in which EMRO is a 

partner. 
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We are fortunate to have with us in this meeting some of the most experienced 

scientists in the field of health research. In their keynote presentations, they will provide 

us with updates and highlight major issues and problems. It is hoped that this information 

will lead to lively discussions and useful debate. I look forward eagerly to the suggestions 

and recommendations of the members of this committee, not only in the above areas, but 

also with respect to other areas that the committee may deem important. 

 

Finally, I would like to thank you again for taking time out of your very busy 

schedules. Your presence here with us is an acknowledgement of the importance you 

place on health research in the Region and I am grateful to you for this. I am confident 

that with your guidance and support, we at EMRO will carry forward our health research 

agenda. I wish you a very pleasant and comfortable stay in Cairo. 
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