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Distinguished Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to this gathering of the WHO collaborating 

centres of the Eastern Mediterranean Region. This is an important meeting in many respects, and 

particularly because this is the first such meeting to be held for 6 years. The last meeting on this 

subject was held in September 1997 in Nicosia, Cyprus, in which just 16 of the more than 50 

collaborating centres in the Region participated. This time, however, effort has been made to 

include the participation of all the regional collaborating centres.   

 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

Since its inception the World Health Organization has worked successfully with its 

collaborating centres for the betterment of human health. Article 2 of the WHO Constitution 

clearly spells out the need for WHO to establish close working links with centres of excellence in 

order to control disease, promote health, improve quality of medical and health training, 
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standardize techniques and procedures, and set standards in health care and delivery systems. 

You will all agree that at global level this task has been well performed, and the centres of 

excellence have indeed risen to the occasion whenever called upon. Indeed there have been some 

remarkable achievements. One such case in recent history was global containment of the SARS 

virus, an achievement that epitomizes successful collaboration between WHO and centres of 

excellence.  

 

 The dawn of the new millennium brought to humankind hope for better health and longer 

life. In recent years we have witnessed a revolution in health. Treatment and cure is available for 

many diseases previously considered incurable. Highly sensitive and precise techniques have 

been developed for prevention and diagnosis of ailments. The advent of genomics and 

biotechnology and their application to health and related sectors like agriculture, veterinary 

sciences, biological sciences and pharmaceutical industry has enormous implications for global 

health. Sadly in the wake of this remarkable progress overall, over a billion people have remained 

deprived of the benefits of the developments in health. The poor, the vulnerable and those in most 

need have been left to suffer, and the divide between rich and poor has grown. This does not bode 

well for the hopes and expectations of the people, in particular those living in developing 

countries. Developing nations have no choice but to focus on ensuring access and equity in  

health care for their people. Adequate investment in quality health care is therefore mandatory. 

Failure to make such investment is tantamount to neglect of basic human rights, and will have 

adverse impact on national growth and development in the long term. Unless the developing 

countries begin taking urgent measures, catching up with the developed world to narrow the great 

divide may remain an elusive dream. Under the circumstances, the role of centres of excellence, 

such as WHO collaborating centres, is crucial. It has become a moral obligation for such centres, 

especially those in developing countries, to respond to national needs as well as the needs of the 

Region.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 The World Health Assembly, as far back as 1949, decided that WHO should not establish 

international research and training institutions under its own auspices. Instead, it should develop 
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mechanisms to make use of centres of excellence in different areas of health by designating these 

as WHO collaborating centres. There are currently 58 regional WHO collaborating centres in 

several disciplines of health. This number is merely 5% of the global number of WHO 

collaborating centres. In 1997, in resolution WHA50.2, the Health Assembly underscored the 

need for the Organization to create networks of partners and make use of all skills available at 

country and regional levels. The resolution urged Member States to support and develop national 

centres of excellence in public health.  There is clearly a need to identify new centres within the 

Region that focus on emerging priorities and that have the potential and capacity to address both 

national and regional needs.  

 

 While the need for more centres is quite evident, we must also examine the role and 

inputs of the collaborating centres that already exist. Some of the centres in the Region are indeed 

par excellence. Their contribution to health at national, regional and even at global level is well 

recognized. The Regional Office remains proud of and grateful to these centres. However, there 

are some collaborating centres where collaborative efforts have been less than satisfactory. There 

may be little interaction between the technical units and the collaborating centre. The WHO 

Country Representative Offices in some cases may not have information about the potential 

resources in these centres. Sometimes even the respective governments receive no follow-up 

reports about the activities of the centre. In other cases, there may be extremely good 

collaboration between a regional collaborating center and WHO headquarters, but little 

information transmitted to technical units in the Regional Office. Feedback mechanisms and 

reporting of activities by the centres may be weak; as a result, the technical units may not be fully 

aware of the strengths in technical resources of the centres. This leads to under-utilization of 

much-needed expertise, and missed opportunities that the Region can ill afford. There is little 

coordination of the centres within countries. In many instances the process of re-designation is 

not clearly understood. All these factors hamper the re-designation of WHO collaborating 

centres. One of the purposes of this meeting is to ensure that all of us understand the 

designation/re-designation processes, as well as the roles and expectations of the collaborating 

centres with regard to the technical units, and vice versa.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 In 2001, the Forty-eighth Regional Committee adopted a resolution supporting a renewed 

policy for health research and development in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. One of the 

recommendations of the policy was to augment the role of WHO collaborating centres to support 

health research. The Regional Office has initiated an extensive programme to support health 

research in the Member States. A large number of research projects are currently under way. 

Three weeks ago a regional meeting on genomics and biotechnology was held in Muscat, Oman, 

which called for establishing of national bodies in biotechnology, in order to develop national 

strategies for promotion and advocacy of this technology and its applications. The Fiftieth 

Session of the Regional Committee earlier this month adopted a resolution in this regard. The 

collaborating centres, by virtue of being centres of excellence, are uniquely positioned to spark 

the changes that must be made to transform the scientific knowledge into tangible benefits for 

people. My hope is that this spark will ignite a flame.   

             

 The agenda of this meeting provides an opportunity for the collaborating centres to share 

experiences, interact with the technical units, understand the needs and requirements for re-

designation and establish networks for collaboration. As I noted earlier, there are many 

exemplary regional collaborating centres that have made significant contributions. Unfortunately, 

due to time constraints only a few will be able to present their cases. However, there will be 

ample time for others to share their experience during the discussions. I understand that there are 

an overwhelming number of collaborating centres where the designation status has expired, in 

some cases for many years. I would therefore urge all those centres to complete the 

documentation needed in close collaboration with the respective technical units so that the matter 

is resolved at the earliest. I would also urge you to make full use of the opportunity to develop 

closer partnership with each other and with the technical units, and to discuss future plans and 

strategies. I look forward to your useful, sound and meaningful recommendations on future 

strategies and role of the collaborating centres and productive means of collaboration with WHO. 

I assure you of the full and complete support of the Regional Office.  

 

 Finally, I would like to thank you and wish you a pleasant stay in Cairo.   


