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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my pleasure to welcome you all to the Fourth Regional Stakeholders meeting to review the 

implementation of the International Health Regulations (IHR 2005). My sincere thanks go to the 

Government of Saudi Arabia for kindly hosting it. 

Colleagues, the timing of this meeting to discuss IHR implementation has never been so 

relevant, and the need so critical.  The threats to global security, and to global health security, 

continue to grow around us. Deliberate efforts to cause mass casualty and harm, new pathogens and 

re-emergence of old ones, resistant super-bugs – these are all threats that do not discriminate by 

continent, geographical location or the developmental status of a country. Such novel and re-

emergent threats are forcing us to change the very paradigm of emergency preparedness and 

response thinking, demanding response readiness at its best, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 

days a year.  

The acute public health risks of hosting a mass gathering require considerable investment – in 

order to minimize the threat to global health security posed by infectious diseases, food safety and 

foodborne diseases, and chemical, radiation and environmental hazards. The public health 

preparedness and response capacities in Saudi Arabia for Hajj and Umra, including at points of 

entry to the country, have developed significantly and continue to do so. While the Government has 

taken steps to ensure the immediate concerns of these gatherings are met, the efforts made will also 

contribute to building the systems and core competencies needed in the country as a whole –and 

will also benefit global health security.  
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Cross-border, cross-regional and cross-continent collaboration is no longer a choice but a 

necessity, to keep nations safe inside borders. Recognizing this, I am pleased therefore that our 

sister offices and geographical neighbours – the regional offices for Africa and Europe, are also 

represented here today.  

In one sense, we are in a fortunate position. Since 2007, we have had in place the International 

Health Regulations which capture the essence of today’s changing needs – strong in-country, inter-

sectoral coordination, and cross-border collaboration to prevent, detect and respond to global health 

threats.  But now we are really at the crossroads on IHR. Either we fast-track implementation of the 

regulations, in a comprehensive and coordinated manner, or we accept the risk of health insecurity, 

and the consequent potential for adverse economic and health impact, by continuing with piecemeal 

implementation. The recent outbreak of Ebola virus disease in west Africa clearly highlighted the 

fact that true global health security depends not only on “collective health security” but also 

“individual health security”. 

As we gather here today and look at our future resolve, I cannot overemphasize the importance 

of accurate and objective measures to determine the level of IHR implementation in each country 

and the gaps. I am grateful to the WHO Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean which, 

in its Sixty-second session in October 2015, mandated the Secretariat to come up with objective 

assessment mechanisms to overcome the shortcomings inherent in the current self-reporting tools 

and processes, and to realize the synergies with other like-minded global initiatives in the area of 

global health security. The Regional Committee, in resolution EM/RC62/R.3, established an 

independent regional assessment commission to lead this critical and very important strategic 

initiative. I am pleased to report that we have completed the preliminary steps to operationalize the 

Commission and the members are here with us in this meeting. This will enable us to move forward 

rapidly with the critical steps and deliverables needed.  

The most important objective of this meeting is to embrace, in letter and in spirit, the open, 

transparent and objective assessment by the Commission, with all its expertise. The purpose of the 

Commission is to support and empower each Member State to have the core capacities and 

mechanisms necessary to safeguard its nationals, and through each safe nation, to ensure a “herd-

safety” at regional and global levels that transcends all sectors and is sustainable beyond 2016. The 

Commission will thus be the catalyst for all States Parties to effect sustainable, high quality and 

functional core capacities and mechanisms. I assure you of the commitment and resolve, first and 

foremost of the Commission, and of WHO, to work with you, for you and guided by you.  
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The acceptance of objective and transparent country assessments by external experts, as reflected 

by the adoption of the resolution by the Regional Committee, is the first step in this direction. I 

expect and hope that all counties in the Region will commit to the Commission and its work in this 

regard. What will be different under these external assessments will be the identification of the key 

priorities that need to be urgently addressed by each State Party and that may need technical and 

financial support from WHO and partners. 

With all this in mind, the objectives of this meeting are therefore: to critically review the 

implementation of national and regional plans for strengthening IHR implementation, in the context 

of Ebola; to discuss technical and operational steps related to the Regional Committee resolution 

(EM/RC62/R.3) of October 2015 on the assessment and monitoring of the implementation of IHR 

core capacities; to develop a regional plan of action for 2016 to implement the resolution; and to 

discuss and agree on regional and national mechanisms to map resources and partners’ support, 

including that of the Global Health Security Agenda, and to coordinate the mobilizing of the 

resources needed to accelerate the implementation of IHR.  

Colleagues, history may not be kind to us if we fail to recognize the growing threats and do not 

respond adequately and quickly. Allow me to declare the next stage of fast-tracking IHR 

implementation, with support from the Commission and your renewed resolve for cross-border 

collaboration, as “IHR without borders”. I hope that by the end of the meeting we will have 

consensus on the regional priorities for moving forward on IHR implementation.  I hope also we 

will have clear plans for supporting the Commission’s work at country level in 2016, including 

modalities for developing the priority-based country corrective plans and for sharing the results of 

country assessments. Finally, I very much hope to see a few countries volunteer to be the first to 

start the external assessment process. 

I wish you all a productive and useful meeting. 

Thank you.  


