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Dear Colleagues, 

 

I would like to join my colleagues from UNODC, UNAIDS and GTZ in welcoming 

you all to this opportune event which brings together representatives of civil society, 

nongovernmental organizations and government representatives  from the health sector, the 

police and the judiciary. I also welcome among us a key partner in harm reduction: The 

International Harm Reduction Association (IHRA), represented by its Executive Director 

Professor Gerry Stimson. Together, we will work for four days, learn from each others’ 

experiences and strive to find the best ways to move more vigorously towards implementation 

of a comprehensive response to HIV among drug users in the Middle East and North Africa. 

 

As you are all aware, the data available to us indicate that in general the rate of HIV 

infections is still low in the Region compared with most other parts of the world. However 

some countries already experience generalized epidemics and others are experiencing 

epidemics concentrated among injecting drug users. With very few exceptions, all countries 

of the Region have reported HIV transmission attributable to injecting drug use. Other sources 

of data have indicated that drug use is increasing in the Region and that among drug users the 

percentage of those who inject drugs is increasing, while the average age of initiating drug use 

is decreasing. Assessment studies have shown a high prevalence of injection and injection 

equipment sharing among the drug users in several countries of the Region. Experience from 

other parts of the world indicates that those factors can contribute to an explosive epidemic if 
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appropriate action is not taken. However, what we also know is that, with appropriate 

coverage levels of harm reduction services, it is very much possible to curb HIV epidemics 

among the injecting drug users. 

 

Today, the world has committed to achieving Universal Access to HIV prevention, 

treatment, care and support by 2010. Addressing drug users with needle and syringe 

programmes as well as opiate substitution therapy and other drug treatment services is a 

crucial part of the scaled up response. These services constitute an entry point for drug users 

to HIV prevention information, counselling and HIV testing and to care, treatment and 

support for those infected. 

 

Last year, all the Ministers of Health of the Region, during the 52nd Session of the 

Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean, unanimously adopted two resolutions 

urging Member States to take all necessary measures to introduce harm reduction services. 

Facing this important commitment by the Ministers of Health we, partners from UN agencies 

and international organizations, have come together in organizing this workshop to express 

our commitment to support you in your responses. 

 

I hereby renew the commitment of WHO to work with the partners for helping you 

introduce and scale up harm reduction activities. WHO, in partnership with IHRA and funded 

by the DROSOS Foundation, is currently launching a project to strengthen the role of civil 

society in harm reduction in the Middle East and North Africa. Recognizing the important 

role of civil societies in advocating for and carrying out harm reduction activities, the project 

is intended to build capacity, foster networking and support harm reduction interventions in 

the Region.  

 

Finally, I wish you all a fruitful workshop that meets your expectations and needs, and 

I  

wish you a pleasant stay in Cairo. 

 

 

 


