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USE OF ARABIC AS A WORKING LANGUAGE 

Report by the Director-General 

In resolution WHA29.26, the Twenty-ninth World Health Assembly 
endorsed Executive Board resolution EB57.R41, which requested the 
Director-General to report further on the use of Arabic as a working 
language to a future session of the Executive Board and the Health 
Assembly. The Director-General therefore considers it appropriate 
to submit the present report, on the progress made thus far, to the 
Thirtieth World Health Assembly for its information. No action is 
required on its part. 

1. WHO has been using Arabic as a working language in the Regional Committee for the 
Eastern Mediterranean since 1955, and in the Regional Office since 1965. 

2. In resolution WHA25.50, the Twenty-fifth World Health Assembly decided that Arabic should 
be used as an official language in the Health Assembly; and in resolution WHA28.34, the 
Twenty-eighth World Health Assembly included Arabic as a working language of the World Health 
Organization "to be used in the World Health Assembly, the Executive Board, the main and 
subcommittees, and to be used for correspondence with Arab countries as a regular procedure". 

3. The implementation of both these resolutions began immediately. 

4. In addition to the provision of interpretation services during Assembly and Board 
sessions, about 3200 typed pages of documents were translated, reproduced and distributed in 
preparation for those sessions or resulting from them. Six volumes of the Official Records 
series were published in Arabic''' and other volumes are under w a y . 2 

5. After one year of implementation, i.e., in May 1976, the whole question of the use of 
Arabic as a working language was jointly reviewed by the Executive Bureau of the Council of 
Arab Ministers of Health and the WHO Secretariat, with a view to evaluating the work already 
done and readjusting WHO's Arabic language programme so as to increase its efficiency and 
maximize the benefits both for the Arab Member States and for the Organization. 

6. While the efforts made by the WHO Secretariat to comply with the relevant Assembly 
resolutions were appreciated by the Executive Bureau of the Council of Arab Ministers of 
Health, it was thought advisable to reorient and rationalize the use of Arabic as a working 
language "so as to concentrate on the Organization's documents and publications that have 

1 WHO Official Records Nos. 229, 230, 231, 232, 233 and 235. 
2 
WHO Official Records Nos. 236 and 238 are in preparation and will be published before 

the Thirtieth World Health Assembly. 
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direct access to the local health problems in the Arabic geographic area, and those that lead 
to a better acquaintance with and understanding of the World Health Organization, its mission, 
functions, machinery and procedures".* Correspondence in Arabic with the Arab States was 
re-emphasized, and also the preparation of a glossary of Arabic equivalents of WHO terminology. 

7. A consensus was reached, after that review, that summary records, verbatim records and the 
proposed programme budget were not required in Arabic, and that it was sufficient to distribute 
them in English or French. However, high priority would be given to technical documents 
submitted by the Director-General to the Executive Board and the Health Assembly. The 
selection of such documents would be made in consultation with the appropriate Arab authorities. 

8. A most important element in the agreed reorientation scheme was the publishing in Arabic 
of certain WHO technical publications. Four criteria have already been established for the 
selection of priority publications. These criteria are as follows: 

- publications should be related to major health problems in developing countries; 

- they should be of interest and benefit to as many as possible of the Arab States; 

- they should have been published recently, and no publication that has appeared before the 
1970s should be selected unless it is of particular importance; and 

- they should be of a moderate size, not exceeding 100 pages except in special cases. 

In accordance with these criteria the Executive Bureau of the Council of Arab Ministers of 
Health, in consultation with the WHO Secretariat, selected 40 titles to be given high priority 
for translation and publication in Arabic.2 These 40 titles are now being handled by WHO, 
taking advantage of the economical possibilities of the Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean, it is expected that they will be published in Arabic before the end of 1978. 

9. The Director-General received from Dr Ezzat Mustapha, the then Chairman of the Executive 
Bureau of the Council of Arab Ministers of Health, a letter dated 5 May 1976 recording this 
reorientation scheme (Annex 1); and another letter, dated 31 January 1977, from 
Dr A. R. El Awadi, the present Chairman of the Executive Bureau, confirming the principles of 
the scheme (Annex 3). The Director-General received a further letter dated 17 March 1977 
from the League of Arab State s asking him "to endeavour to further develop the Arabic 
translation activities" (Annex 4). It is the firm intention of the Director-General to use 
Arabic in accordance with the guidelines outlined in these three letters, and in compliance 
with resolution WHA28.34. 

10. The Director-General finds that this formula is the most rational, and of the greatest 
benefit for the Arab Member States and the Organization. It may be found useful as an example 
for the efficient and rational use of any WHO working language. 

11. The Director-General submits this report for the information of the Thirtieth World 
Health Assembly. No action is required on the part of the Assembly. 

^ See Annex 1. 
2 

See Annex 2. 
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ANNEX 1 

LETTER OF 5 MAY 1976 TO THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL FROM THE EXECUTIVE 
BUREAU OF THE COUNCIL OF ARAB MINISTERS OF HEALTH 

Geneva, 5 May 1976 

Dear Dr Mahler, 

I have the pleasure to inform you that the Executive Bureau of the Council of Arab 
Ministers of Health, at its meeting in Geneva on 2 May 1976, reviewed the situation as regards 
the use of Arabic language as a working language in the World Health Organization in 
compliance with resolution WHA28.34, and after the elapse of one complete year after its 
adoption. 

The Executive Bureau asked me, in my capacity as Chairman, to express its appreciation 
for the great effort made during this first year by yourself and the Secretariat in this 
field. 

The Executive Bureau also reviewed the WHO documents which have so far been translated, 
edited and published in Arabic; and recommended to suggest some reorientation in implementing 
the Health Assembly's Resolution. 

The Executive Bureau prefers to concentrate on the Organization's documents and 
publications that have direct access to the local health problems in the Arabic geographical 
area; and those that lead to a better acquaintance with and understanding of the World Health 
Organization, its mission, functions, machinery and procedures. 

The enclosed list contains the types or titles of documents and publications to which we 
give high priority in translation and publication in the Arabic language. 

Needless to say we expect to receive all documents and publications of the World Health 
Organization in the English and/or French languages in addition to the Arabic version of those 
translated into Arabic. 

It is also expected by the Arab States to receive the circular letters of the Director-
General and letters sent by the Regional Director in Arabic. 

The Executive Bureau emphasizes the importance of preparation of a terminology of the 
words and expressions used by the World Health Organization. The Unified Medical Dictionary, 
printed in Baghdad in the year 1973, together with others, will be helpful for the regular use 
of the Arabic language by the World Health Organization and for the preparation of its glossary 
that has to be acceptable to all Arabic speakers. 

It may be indispensable to establish a coordination and collaboration machinery between 
the Council of Arab Ministers of Health, represented by its technical Secretariat, and the 
World Health Organization, represented by its Arabic Language unit, in this field of action. 

In conclusion, please accept, Sir, my best regards. 

Yours truly, 

(signature) 

Dr Ezzat Mustapha 
Chairman 
Executive Bureau 
Council of Arab Ministers 

of Health 
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Annex 1 

APPENDIX 

WHO Documents and Publications of 
High Priority for Distribution in Arabic 

1. Letters exchanged between the Director-General or the Regional Director for the Eastern 
Mediterranean on one hand, and the Arab States on the other hand 

2. Provisional and annotated agendas of the World Health Assembly and the Executive Board 

3. Annual Report of the Director-General 

4. Financial report and report of the External Auditor 

5. The Executive Board's report on the programme budget 

6. Résolut ions of the World Health Assembly and the Executive Board, and the Official Records 
enclosing them 

7. The Arabic texts of comments of Arabic Chief Delegates in the plenary meeting 

8. Basic Documents of the World Health Organization 

9. Handbook of Resolutions 

10. Report on the world health situation 

11. Selected technical reports and publications 

12. Briefing for Arabic-speaking officers of the Assembly, its main committees and the 
Executive Board 
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ANNEX 2 

TECHNICAL PUBLICATIONS SELECTED 
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ARABIC 

Technical Report Series 

1. Disposal of community wastewater (No. 541, 1974) 

2. Food-borne diseases: methods of sampling and examination in surveillance programmes 
(No. 543, 1974) 

3. The planning of medical education programmes (No. 547, 1974) 

4. WHO Expert Committee on Malaria (No. 549, 1974) 

5. WHO Expert Committee on Tuberculosis (No. 552, 1974) 

6. Ecology and control of rodents of public health importance (No. 553, 1974) 

7. Health aspects of environmental pollution control: planning and implementation of 
national programmes (No. 554, 1974) 

8. Community health nursing (No. 558, 1974) 

9. New approaches in health statistics (No. 559, 1974) 

10. Ecology and control of vectors in public health (No. 561, 1975) 

11. Services for cardiovascular emergencies (No. 562, 1975) 

12. The planning of schools of medicine (No. 566, 1975) 

13. Smoking and its effects on health (No. 568, 1975) 

14. Evaluation of family planning in health services (No. 569, 1975) 

15. Viral hepatitis (No. 570, 1975) 

16. Early detection of health impairment in occupational exposure to health hazards (No. 571 
1975) 

17. Advances in methods of fertility regulation (No. 575, 1975) 

18. Pregnancy and abortion in adolescence (No. 583, 1975) 

19. Food and nutrition strategies in national development (No. 584, 1976) 

20. Health hazards from new environmental pollutants (No. 586, 1976) 

21. Cerebrospinal meningitis control (No. 588, 1976) 

Public Health Papers 

22. Educational strategies for the health professions (No. 61, 1974) 

23. Health economics (No. 64, 1975) 
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Monograph Serles 

24. Handbook on human nutritional requirements (No. 61, 1974) 

Out of Series Publications 
25. Alternative approaches to meeting basic health needs in developing countries (1975) 

26. Glossary of mental disorders and guide to their classification for use in conjunction 
with the International Classification of Diseases (1974) 

27. Guide to the laboratory diagnosis of trachoma (1975) 

28. Guide to simple sanitary measures for the control of enteric diseases (1974) 

29. Guidelines for the laboratory diagnosis of cholera (1974) 

30. Health aspects of human rights with special reference to development in biology and 
medicine (1976) 

31. Intensive coronary care (1974) 

32. Introducing WHO (1976) 

33. Promoting health in the human environment (1975) 

34. Treatment and prevention of dehydration in diarrhoeal diseases. A guide for use at 
the primary level (1976) 

Offset Publications 

35. Health education (No. 7, 1974) 

36. Cost and benefit of fluoride in the prevention of dental caries (No. 9, 1974) 

37. Manual on personal and community protection against Malaria (No. 10, 1974) 

38. Understanding research in nursing (No. 14, 1975) 

39. Community water supply and excreta disposal situation in the developing countries 
(No. 15, 1975) 

40. First WHO seminar on expansion of the use of immunization in developing countries 
(No. 16, 1975) 
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ANNEX 3 

LETTER OF 31 JANUARY 1977 TO THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL FROM THE 
EXECUTIVE BUREAU OF THE COUNCIL OF ARAB MINISTERS OF HEALTH 

Kuwait, 31 January 1977 

Sir, 

Pursuant to resolution WHA28.34 providing for the use of Arabic as a working language of 
the Organization and the letter from the Chairman of our Executive Bureau handed to you on 
7 May 1976, we wish to inform you that at a meeting in Kuwait on 27 December 1976 the Executive 
Bureau reviewed the progress made in the WHO Arabic language programme as set forth in the 
progress report prepared by the WHO Secretariat. This report had been sent to our Technical 
Secretariat in accordance with the plan for coordination and cooperation previously agreed 
upon. 

On behalf of the Executive Bureau I wish to thank you for your interest in implementing 
the Assembly resolution, evidenced by the consultations and cooperation of recent months 
between our Technical Secretariat and the Secretariat of WHO. 

The Executive Bureau notes with appreciation that your letters to Arab States are already 
going out in Arabic and is looking forward to receiving Executive Board and World Health 
Assembly documents in that language, as well as the other documents and publications previously 
specified. 

The Executive Bureau trusts that the reorganization of WHO now taking place in compliance 
with Assembly resolutions will not lead to any unwelcome reduction in the physical and 
functional standing of the Arabic language at WHO headquarters. We also trust that the 
headquarters Arabic language programme will continue to develop step by step towards the 
realization of its goal, which is to help in the training of technicians and auxiliary staff, 
and in health education and medical education in Arab States. 

With renewed thanks, 

I remain, Sir, 

Your obedient Servant 

(signature) 

Dr A. R. El Awadi 
Minister of Health, 
Kuwait, 
Chairman of the Executive Bureau of the 

Council of Arab Ministers of Health 
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LETTER OF 17 MARCH 1977 TO THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL FROM THE 
EXECUTIVE BUREAU OF THE COUNCIL OF ARAB MINISTERS OF HEALTH 

17 March 1977 

Mr Director-General, 

I have the honour to inform you that the Council of Arab Ministers of Health held its 
second session in Tripoli, Libyan Arab Republic, from 20 to 24 February 1977. In connexion 
with the use of Arabic as a working language in the World Health Organization, the Council 
adopted the following resolution: 

"Resolution No. 14: 

Having considered the memorandum of the Technical Secretariat concerning the above 
subject, and Resolution No. 7 of the Executive Bureau at its Seventh Session, 

/The Council^7 Decides : 

1. To authorize the Chairman of the Executive Bureau to write to the Ministers of Health 
of Arab States that have not yet deposited their contributions to the budget for the use of 
the Arabic language in the World Health Organization ($ 2.5 millions), asking for rapid 
payment of their obligations to that budget. 

2. To recommend to the World Health Organization that it further develop its Arabic 
translation activities and seek the assistance of efficient translators for that purpose, so 
that the translation meets its intended objectives. 

3. To request the Executive Bureau to promote coordination between the Technical 
Secretariat of the Council of Arab Ministers of Health and the Arabic Translation Unit of 
WHO and the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean in that context." 

In pursuance of paragraph 2 of the above resolution, I ask you to endeavour to further 
develop the Arabic translation activities and to seek the assistance of efficient translators 
for that purpose, so that the translation meets its intended objectives. 

With my best regards, 

(signature) 

Ambassador Assaad El Assaad 
Assistant Secretary-General 
League of Arab States 


