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I would like to start by welcoming you all to Egypt for the second Global Pandemic 

Influenza Communications meeting. We are meeting here with all the experts in 

communication to discuss a very crucial issue: how we will communicate with the public 

during a very difficult time, when resources are scarce but anxiety is not. Avian influenza 

has hit the world hard. In our Region, 10 countries have been affected so far and three 

countries—Djibouti, Egypt and Iraq—have been affected by both the avian and the 

human strain. 

 

During a human influenza pandemic, production and delivery of vaccine will take 

time, and antiviral medicines will be limited in supply. Interventions such as rapid 

containment may fail and social distancing measures may be difficult to enforce. The 

single most important tool available to all countries will be communication.  
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We are here, at this meeting, to continue to build the tools that will help us all 

communicate better, more effectively.  

 

Thus a great responsibility has fallen on your shoulders. Frankly, it will be 

impossible for any one here to do the job looming before us alone. But by working 

together, combining all your strengths and your experience, we will all be better prepared 

to face the challenges of a pandemic. The pandemic will inflict unavoidable harm, deaths 

and social disruption, but I do believe we can—through good communication—minimize 

the collateral damage that has accompanied every recorded pandemic since the 1500s. 

 

Experience has shown that the foundation of outbreak communication—and indeed 

of all communication—is trust, and this is best assured when key public health authorities 

relay consistent, well coordinated messages in a rapid and transparent manner. 

Increasingly, ministries of health, as well as the United Nations, are investing in their 

organizations’ capacity to communicate with the media and other key audiences in times 

of crisis. Many challenges have been identified as a result of the avian influenza 

epidemic. Coordination among the different players—whether at a national level, such as 

among ministries of health, agriculture, information, the interior and the army, or among 

ourselves as UN partners—will be a major challenge. To see so many public health 

partners represented here today and committed to working together to meet this 

challenge, however, is a clear sign of progress.   

 

Awareness-raising requires a lot of work and messages need to be constantly aired 

to keep the public informed without creating panic. In this part of the world, television 

plays a major part in people’s lives—far more so than the internet—in educating the 

public. Thus for example, a regional media campaign was put together to raise public 

awareness about safety measures to prevent the spread of bird flu. The WHO Regional 

Office for the Eastern Mediterranean, in collaboration with UNICEF and the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, produced an animated film along with 12 

generic poster messages for the Region. For Egypt specifically, we also worked closely 

with the Ministry of Health and Population and the Johns Hopkins University 
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Communication Centre. A recent survey conducted showed that, following the media 

campaign implemented in Egypt, 86% could recall messages from television broadcasts 

whereas 9% recalled seeing printed campaign materials and only 3% had actually 

participated in community meetings or seminars about avian flu. 

 

Thus, we are posed with a real challenge that has profound health and economic 

implications. Never before has the world been so well warned of an approaching 

pandemic. This is the second time a pandemic communications meeting has been held. 

The first was in Geneva at the end of 2005 and many of you attended it. This time Egypt 

has been chosen as the venue because of its commitment to transparency. That 

commitment was tested again last month when 2 patients were found to have been 

infected with a Tamiflu-resistant form of the virus. That news was transmitted globally 

within hours of the discovery. While it is true that more research is needed and Tamiflu is 

still used as the drug of choice with other anti-virals, Egypt has set a standard for 

transparency. 

 

I have very positive aspirations that this meeting will help us to see how best we 

can coordinate our efforts to minimize the damage a pandemic is sure to inflict on all 

societies. Bringing together such a large number of experts provides us with a rich array 

of experiences from which we can all learn. This meeting gives us all a chance to share 

these experiences with each other and to develop a common set of communication tools, 

and will encourage us to follow up on our future collaborative efforts to counter the 

spread of avian influenza and prepare for a pandemic human influenza. 

  

Thank you. 

 

 


