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Excellencies, Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
On behalf of the World Health Organization, it give me great pleasure to be with you in Doha 

for this important FAO regional conference for the Near East. I would especially like to thank the 

Government of Qatar for hosting this important event, and H.E. Engineer Ali Ben Saad Al-

Kawari, Minister of Agriculture and Municipalities and Mr Mohamad Al-Braithen, Regional 

Representative for the Near East of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

for their leadership in realization of this conference. 

 

In recent years, the discipline of food safety has been the focus of increased attention from 

WHO and FAO. On a global level, food safety is becoming an increasingly important public 

health issue, with increased focus on the inclusion of consumers and consumer associations in 

decision-making processes. The 53rd World Health Assembly in 2000 passed resolution 

WHA53.15 on food safety, which recognized, among other things, that foodborne diseases 
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significantly affect peoples’ health and well-being and have economic consequences, not only for 

individuals but for communities and countries as well.  

 

In many countries significant increases have been reported over the past few decades in the 

incidence of diseases caused by microorganisms transmitted mainly by food. New, serious 

hazards have emerged in the food chain, such as enterohaemorrhagic Escherichia coli and bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy. Zoonotic diseases—infectious diseases that are transmissible under 

natural conditions from vertebrate animals to humans—require constant vigilance from national 

authorities. Chemical contaminants remain a significant source of foodborne illness. New 

technologies, such as genetic engineering, should be objectively and rigorously assessed well 

before they are widely introduced. 

 

In the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region, the Regional Committee adopted, in 1999, the 

Regional Plan of Action for Food Safety in the 21st Century. In this plan the Member States 

agreed to assess their current food safety infrastructure and problems at national level and to 

carry out a country diagnosis in order to prepare a country profile. They also agreed to develop, 

strengthen and implement effectively their national food safety programmes; to continue to 

monitor and evaluate their food safety activities; and finally to initiate a coordinated effort to 

improve food control systems. Following the adoption of the plan, a number of new initiatives 

have been taken at national and regional level. 

 

Most if not all countries in the world are involved in international trade in food. The work of 

Codex Alimentarius is recognized as important for the protection of the health of consumers and 

at the same time, ensuring fair practices in international trade. The adoption of Codex standards 

as scientifically justified norms for the purpose of the World Trade Organization Agreements on 

Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS) and Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) is of immense 

significance. It is noteworthy that both these agreements acknowledge the importance of 

harmonizing standards internationally so as to minimize or eliminate the risk of sanitary, 

phytosanitary and other technical standards becoming barriers to trade. 
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Dear Colleagues, 

 

WHO, in collaboration with FAO, compiles information on chemicals and microorganisms in 

food and their link to foodborne diseases, and the two organizations have developed tools for 

appropriate risk assessment. The Member States of our respective organizations maintain 

measures to ensure overall food quality, safety and consumer protection through several means 

such as, foodborne disease surveillance; promotion of public awareness of emerging food safety 

concerns, such as biotechnology; and fostering the participation of consumers in risk 

communication and decision-making processes concerning food safety. It is essential for Member 

States to be committed to strengthening their food safety systems and for surveillance of 

foodborne diseases. Effective collaboration between ministers of health, agriculture, trade, and 

other concerned stakeholders is paramount in order to achieve the goal of safe food for all.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

The biological relationship between animals and humans has never been more intertwined. 

Epidemic-prone emerging zoonotic diseases such as Rift Valley fever, avian influenza and severe 

acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), have resulted in great human and economic losses due to 

their detrimental impact on the health of people, on trade and on tourism. In the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region Rift Valley fever is the most important zoonosis, having affected several 

countries in the past four years. The recent appearance of avian influenza in Pakistan resulted in 

the death of almost 4 million chickens on over 3000 farms in Karachi. However, in general there 

are no published data on the estimated direct and indirect losses associated with the appearance of 

zoonotic diseases in the Eastern Mediterranean Region.  

 

WHO stands ready to continue the longstanding cooperation with its sister organization, 

FAO, in support of national governments on all issues related to food safety and zoonotic 

diseases. 

 

Finally, it only remains for me to wish you a very successful regional conference. 


