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Your Excellency,  

Colleagues 

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

Eastern Mediterranean Region Health Sciences Virtual Library: Role in e-Learning and 

Building the Information Society. After three successful regional conferences held in Beirut, 

Tehran and Karachi, it has become a tradition to organize a national congress along with the 

regional conference, making it a national event also, with participation from all types of 

health care and medical education and research institutions. Yesterday, the Regional Office 

in collaboration with the Ministry of Health and Population, the Egyptian Universities 

Network of the Supreme Council of Egyptian Universities and the National Scientific and 
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Technological Information Network of the Higher Council for Research held the First 

National Congress of Egyptian Medical, or Health Sciences, Librarians. These librarians will 

remain with us for the next three days to share in and contribute to this regional conference. 

The main theme of the Fourth Regional Conference is the role of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region Health Sciences Virtual Library in e-learning and in building the 

information society. The progress that has been made in building the virtual library with its 

digital content and electronic access has been manifested by a number of achievements. 

Among these are the significant increase in the number of libraries connected to the internet 

in the Region, the number of libraries with access to electronic information resources, the 

number of libraries that have participated in the Union Catalogue of Medical Journals in the 

Region and the number of libraries that are networked. For the first time, the collective 

resources of the Eastern Mediterranean Region Virtual Library have become a primary 

source of information for researchers, academics and practitioners. A few years ago we said 

that the success of the network would be measured by the degree of involvement and 

contribution of participating libraries. This success has been characterized by the increasing 

number of journals approaching us to be indexed in the Index Medicus for the Eastern 

Mediterranean; the demand for document delivery services coupled with the ability of the 

participating libraries themselves to satisfy the needs; the extensive use of the network 

systems and tools, including the medical library handbook and the software; and the growing 

use of the Listserv as a forum for discussion and exchange of information and services. 

Dear Colleagues, 

Libraries and information centres have always had a role in education, research, 

decision-making and management. The growing trend in e-learning and the expansion of 

electronic libraries and digital collections as part of virtual libraries goes hand-in-hand. E-

learning refers to the use of the internet technologies to deliver a broad array of solutions 

that enhance knowledge and performance. It is based on three fundamental criteria: 

a) e-Learning is networked, which makes it capable of instant updating, storage, retrieval, 

distribution and sharing of instructions or information; 

b) It is delivered to the end-user via a computer using standard internet technology; 
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c) It focuses on the broadest view of learning—learning solutions that go beyond the 

traditional paradigms of training. 

E-learning encompasses all forms of computer-assisted learning and computer-based 

training, and goes beyond that to include use of the networking technologies, such as the 

internet, intranet, extranet and other virtual networks. It is based on the utilization of 

information and communications technology (ICT) for purposeful knowledge and skills, 

which are not limited to an educational framework or teaching requirements. Many benefits 

have been cited for e-learning for the simple fact that learning materials are developed once 

and used an unlimited number of times in multiple sites by multiple users. As a result e-

learning lowers cost; the content is more timely and dependable; and the learning 

opportunity is available at the convenience of the learner. Furthermore and as long as the 

electronic network is up and running and the material is accessible, the learner can use this 

material any time day, or night; it makes learning universal, it helps in building communities 

of practice and it is scalable.  

If we ask ourselves: To what extent can e-learning be supported by digital and virtual 

libraries? Where do e-learning and e-library meet? Is there a clear-cut distinction between 

the two? The answers are clear. There is no e-learning without an e-library. The e-library 

resources are the resources needed for e-learning. The e-library is the place where e-learning 

materials are available, managed and accessed. The health science librarian by virtue of 

managing these resources is part of the e-learning formula. The e-learner needs electronic 

access to information resources regardless of their location and regardless of time difference. 

That’s what the virtual library does for its users. The role of the library in creation and 

stimulation of virtual communities, and in improving ICT skills and information literacy 

programmes has been enhanced through networking of libraries and through going digital. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

An information society is a society where information is the main capital as part of the 

knowledge economy. It is a society in which information and communication technology 

represents the major tool for conducting business, provision of services, running 

transactions, research, education, learning and leisure. The internet is becoming an 
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increasingly vital tool in the information society. More health care professionals in the 

Region are connected to the internet and more are actually providing health care services via 

the internet. The virtual library has helped these professionals to be part of the growing 

information society. The library (physical or virtual) is an open institution that has made a 

major contribution to bridging the digital divide and to helping in creation of the information 

society. This bridging has been at both local and global levels. Discussion of the information 

society with specific reference to e-health will contribute to the ongoing effort to develop a 

global strategy for e-health in the Organization. We see the virtual library in the Region as a 

major component in the e-health movement in support of health care delivery. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Looking at the scientific programme of the conference and the list of speakers, I am 

confident that the value of the presentations, the discussions, the conclusions and 

recommendations will go beyond these three days and beyond those who have participated 

in the conference. Sharing of experience and learning from our mistakes with an eye on 

what’s going on elsewhere has proved to be the best way to go forward.  I am quite sure that 

the diversity of experience of participants from the Region and the presence of colleagues 

from headquarters and other regional offices will enrich the discussion and establish long-

term working relations. The presence of headquarters and regions in this conference to 

discuss the global health library project will provide first hand information on the need for 

this type of project, the constraints faced and the possible contributions by health sciences 

libraries in the Region. 

I wish you all success and a pleasant stay in Cairo, and God bless you. 


