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Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the Third Regional Conference on the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region Health Sciences Virtual Library. It is a conference dedicated to creation 

and development of health sciences digital libraries in the Region as a way to build the virtual 

health sciences library of the Region. Considerable progress has taken place over the past two 

years and since the last regional conference on the EMR virtual health sciences library, which 

was held in Teheran in November 2001, and many things have changed. Changes have taken 

place within the digital and knowledge management worlds and within the virtual health sciences 

library initiative of the Regional Office itself. We consider the timing of this conference to be 

right for many reasons. The Regional Office and its Member States are now working on 
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development of their joint programmes for the coming two years. Ideas and projects emerging 

from this conference may contribute to development of plans for health sciences libraries in the 

Region in the next biennium, and beyond. The rapid changes in information technology and 

increase in bandwidth for access to the internet in all countries has also created new realities with 

regard to health information management and dissemination which has put libraries under the 

spotlight for their ability both to respond to these changes and to adapt to new ways of 

information delivery. 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

This conference, which has been organized with full partnership and in collaboration with a 

number of national and regional institutions, both from the public and the private sectors, is a 

clear manifestation that the Regional Office is always willing to create partnerships and work 

with others. In addition to our partnership with the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (ISESCO) in this conference, we are pleased with the full collaboration and support 

received from the Government of Pakistan, Federal Ministry of Health, the College of Physicians 

and Surgeons, Pakistan, and Pakistan Science and Technology Information Centre, in addition to 

the partnership with academic medical institutions from the private sector, namely Agha Khan 

University and Ziauddin Medical University. 

 

The coordination between these partners to achieve the common objective of organizing this 

conference, and the expected outcomes of it, lead us to believe that the wealth of experience 

among all these institutions is an asset for the Region. The steps that have been taken by many 

health care institutions in the Region to develop digital libraries and electronic collections 

represent a serious and organized effort by these institutions to become part of the global village 

and play an active role in the knowledge economy. 

  

We will not go into the definition of “digital libraries” and what that means since the 

technical papers in the conference will discuss this issue extensively. We know from experience 

and as users of health information that among the most frustrating aspects in medical libraries is 

the inability to make available and accessible library materials that are urgently needed. Users 
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expect instant access to all health and biomedical information resources they require, from any 

location, at any time, in any format and from any device. Digital libraries offer a viable solution 

to these issues and concerns as they allow users to: 

 

a) Gain access to the holdings of health sciences libraries worldwide through computer-based 

databases and open archive initiatives; 

b) Locate both physical and digitized versions of health and biomedical literature; 

c) Optimize searches, through simultaneous search of the internet, commercial databases and 

library collections; 

d) Save search results and conduct additional processing to narrow or qualify results from 

multiple sources and across networks; 

e) From search results, click through to access the digitized content or locate additional items of 

interest. 

 

Since the last conference in November 2001, the EMR Virtual Health Sciences Library 

imitative has established itself as a regional health information network with full participation of 

many national institutions and individuals. The initiative has been successful in attracting active 

partners and participants and not just passive users of the service. 

  

The Regional Union List of Medical Journals has been maintained in a decentralized manner 

with over 200 libraries participating in its database. The EMR Virtual Health Sciences Library 

Listserv has constituted a major forum for health information professionals in the Region to 

exchange not only information but also information services. The Listserv has acted as a platform 

for a virtual community of information users and providers. The document delivery and inter-

library loan services which have been provided and exchanged have contributed to information 

access in the Region. The provision of hardware and software to facilitate networking has been 

influential in making this initiative a success and has enabled building of a regional infrastructure 

for networking and information exchange. This service has contributed to cost-containment and 

saving of major financial resources due to the fact that resources from within the Region are 

utilized by users in the Region. Using the Virtual Library has meant that users do not have to go 

to international commercial vendors to get this information at a high cost. 
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The progress that has been made in the implementation of the Health InterNetwork Initiative 

has made a great difference for many health sciences libraries and health care professionals in the 

Region. The work of the Regional Office in support of this initiative and in collaboration with 

WHO headquarters has allowed health sciences libraries and professionals in Afghanistan, 

Djibouti, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, Somalia, Sudan, Syrian Arab Republic and Yemen to 

access the full text of over 2000 medical journals, either totally free or at a very reduced price. 

The combined effort of the Virtual Health Sciences Library and HINARI in the Region has led to 

greater and more equitable accessibility and availability of health information in the Region. 

 

Dear Colleagues 

 

I would like at this point in this message to shed some light on a very important aspect of 

digital libraries and their link to e-learning. You probably know by now that the Regional Office 

has been developing initiatives and actually has launched e-learning projects.  We view the 

development of digital health sciences libraries as an integral part of the information and 

communication infrastructure of the learning institution.  We should not and in fact cannot split 

the digital library from the electronic and virtual campus when it comes to e-learning. This 

combination will transform the learning process through innovative technology into an approach 

that is more student-centered and comprises more learning than teaching. The emergence of the 

“knowledge economy” and the accompanying infrastructure to enable it has provided the 

educational sector with a golden opportunity in terms of availability of high bandwidth networks 

serving highly sophisticated computer-based applications at an affordable cost for most colleges 

of health sciences. This mix of sophisticated digital and internet-based services and rapidly 

expanding global digital content have made possible a “virtual learning environment” that 

delivers the capability to enhance the classroom experience or to conduct learning apart from a 

physical campus. The digital library is a core component of this virtual campus. The role of the 

library is not only expanding, but also changing the relationships between it and other parts of the 

academic institution. In line with our ambitious aim to enhance continuing medical education and 

make it an integral part of the life of the health care professional, we think that the digital library 

and e-learning have a great role to play. Your role as knowledge workers and health information 

specialists will be most essential, it will be on-going and it will change all the time. 
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This conference encompasses three events over the coming four days. For the first time the 

National Congress of Pakistan Medical Librarians will convene. The Congress has its own 

agenda to discuss issues of major concern to medical libraries and health information in Pakistan. 

We trust that the discussions at the Congress will lead to development of a national plan for 

medical libraries in Pakistan. The Regional Office will extend its support to the implementation 

of the plan in collaboration with the Government of Pakistan and other nongovernmental 

organizations. The training course on the Union List of Medical Journals will ensure full 

utilization of the software. The papers that are being presented at this conference have been 

carefully selected and will cover the full range of topics of health sciences digital libraries mixed 

with country experience. 

 

With the depth and breadth of the papers being presented at the conference, I am quite sure 

that there will be fruitful exchange of ideas and experience. These presentations and your 

recommendations will form the basis for future action to develop digital library collections in 

health sciences libraries in the Region, and pursue the full potential of the virtual library. 

 

I look forward to your discussions and comments on the different issues that will be raised 

during the conference, and your resulting recommendations and future plans of action to build the 

virtual health sciences library of the Eastern Mediterranean. 

 

May God Almighty bless you all. 

 


