
Report on the 

WHOIISESCO Joint workshop on media and 
health on Arabic satellite channels 

Damascus, Syrian Arab Republic 
11 -1 3 December 2005 

World Health 

Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean 



O World Health Organization 2007 
All rights reserved. 
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation 
of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which 
there may not yet be full agreement. 
The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers' products does not imply that they 
are endorsed or recommended by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar 
nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are 
distinguished by initial capital letters. 
The World Health Organization does not warrant that the infomation contained in this publication 
is complete and correct and shall not be liable for any damages incurred as a result of its use. 
Publications of the World Health Organization can be obtained from Distribution and Sales, World 
Health Organization, Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean, PO Box 7608, Nasr City, 
Cairo 11371, Egypt (tel: +202 2670 2535, fax: +202 2670 2492; email: DSA@emro.who.int). 
Requests for permission to reproduce WHO EMRO publications, in part or in whole, or to translate 
them - whether for sale or for noncommercial distribution - should be addressed to the Regional 
Adviser, Health and Biomedical Information, at the above address (fax: +202 2276 5400, email 
HBI@emro.who.int). 

Document WHO-EM/lNF/009/W08.07/80 



CONTENTS 

............................................................................................................. . 1 INTRODUCTION 1 

.................................................................................... . 2 TECHNICAL PRESENTATIONS 1 
.............................................................................................................. 2.1 First session 1 

........................................................................................................ 2.2 Second session 2 
2.3 Third session ............................................................................................................ 3 
2.4 Fourth session ...................................................................................................... 3 
2.5 Fifth session ....................................................................................................... 4 
2.6 Sixth session ............................................................................................................. 5 

. 3 CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................................... 6 

................................................................................................... . 4 RECOMMENDATIONS 6 

Annexes 
................................................................................................................. 1 . PROGRAMME 7 

............................................................................................. 2 . LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 10 



1. INTRODUCTION 

The World Health Organization (WHO) and the Islamic Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (ISESCO), organized a three-day workshop in Damascus, the Syrian 
Arab Republic, on media and health on Arabic satellite channels from 11-13 December 2005. 
The workshop was attended by representatives from various satellite channels and training 
and media production centres in the Region. The objectives of the workshop were to: 

review and exchange information and document the success of various channels in 
addressing health issues; 
discuss the most appropriate sites, programmes and time schedules for various channels 
to optimize the promotional value of health issues; 
discuss ways in which to make health issues interesting to an audience and formats 
through which to present issues in a variety of ways; 
update participants on WHO'S and ISESCO's health programmes, particularly satellite 
channel programmes related to women's and reproductive health, and AIDS; and 
discuss ways in which to introduce health messages and issues into mainstream 
programmes on satellite channels. 

A televised speech delivered by Dr Hussein A. Gezairy, WHO Regional Director for the 
Eastern Mediterranean, was broadcast during the opening session of the workshop. Dr 
Gezairy said that with the expansion of the communication revolution and the increasing 
number of TV channels, the role of visual media had extended to all areas of the globe, even 
very remote geographical locations, and its impacts had become increasingly obvious. 
Satellite channels had tremendous advantages as a result of being able to reach a wide and 
diverse audience. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region alone there were more than 150 
satellite channels, most of which were broadcasting in Arabic. 

The Ministers of Health and Information of the Syrian Arab Republic, in addition to a 
number of ambassadors and officials from other ministries attended the session. There was 
also heavy media coverage as evidenced by the large number of media crews and reporters. 
The Chairmanship was shared on a rotating basis. The programme and list of participants are 
included as Annexes 1 and 2, respectively. 

2. TECHNICAL PRESENTATIONS 

2.1 First session 

The purpose of this session was to discuss how people who work in the media regard 
WHO and ISESCO, and to find out what participants expected from the workshop. 
Participants' expectations ranged from devising easier ways to obtain good quality 
information on health to how to create a WHO satellite channel able to reach all countries in 
the Region. This channel could become the authority in the field of media and health to which 
all Arabic satellite channels might refer. Other expectations included: 

exchanging successful experiences; 
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establishing a specialized television channel dedicated to health promotion in Iraq; 
developing staff performance; 
strengthening the relationship between health agencies and the media; 
finding the most appropriate methods to market health issues; 
establishing a unique vision on the form and content of health information; 
setting future objectives in line with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); 
promoting a media culture. 

2.2 Second session 

There are a number of media channels, centres and forums working in the Region for 
health promotion although most are working in isolation from each other. The following 
provides a brief description of the objectives of several of these organizations. 

The Centre for the Development of Teaching Materials, Ministry of Health, Syrian Arab 
Republic, was established in 1993 and has several objectives, including to provide health 
information and to interact with other bodies concerned with providing health information. 

The National Centre for Health Education, Ministry of Public Health, Yemen, is a WHO 
collaborating centre. It was established in the 1960s and has many branches scattered across 
Yemen's 22 governorates. The Centre avoids the malung of routine productions and chooses 
to focus on producing creatively visual material. Some of the activities of the Centre include: 
disseminating messages on immunization against different diseases; producing a comic health 
series to disseminate health messages; and implementing a mobile film project, which uses a 
vehicle equipped with a large screen to reach remote areas to disseminate health-awareness 
raising messages. 

The Spacetoon Channel has a viewing audience of approximately 90 million people. 
The Channel was started without the backing of financial sponsors and now works in close 
collaboration with WHO to disseminate information on children's health and preventive 
health issues, and also addresses topics such as hygiene. Within three months of signing an 
agreement with WHO, the Channel had begun to produce effective health messages. It also 
established an emergency committee which has dealt with subjects such as avian influenza, 
mines and the war in Iraq. 

The Health Forum was founded by four volunteer physicians who live in the United 
Kingdom (UK) and Saudi Arabia. They founded the Forum after a television programme 
entitled Life manufacturers (Sona'a el Hayat) called for individuals to become involved in 
establishing health projects. According to British law the Forum was registered as a non-profit 
organization. Its objectives are to offer general advice on health issues and to train individuals 
on health matters at local level. 
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Discussion 

Participants were unaware of the existence of such centres which provide such 
invaluable health information. Unfortunately, with the exception of the Spacetoon Channel, 
their reach is limited to their locality, and hence, services are not available for the benefit of 
the entire Region. Related topics such as the nature of health messages, the necessary 
conditions for their successful dissemination, formats for presenting health messages and the 
need for the employment of the most recent technologies in terms of graphics and visual 
effects were discussed. Participants reached a consensus that all elements of the media should 
be used to complement each other in order to create the most effective and enduring effect 
among an audience. 

2.3 Third session 

Health issues are sometimes addressed without adequate attention being given to all 
aspects of an issue. Participants were asked if they intimately knew a person living with HIV, 
and whether they were aware that treatment for HIV was available. Some reports in the media 
only serve to strengthen stigma and discrimination against people living with HIV, and there 
is a focus on statistical information rather than the human and social aspects of AIDS. 
Innovative activities are, however, being conducted which result in positive outcomes, such as 
a music concert held in support of people living with HIV/AIDS, which was co-sponsored by 
WHO, the United Nations Joint Programme on AIDS (UNAIDS) and the Ministry of Health 
and Population in Egypt. Other activities include the production of health information by 
governments and WHO. 

During the second half of the session, participants formed two groups to conduct a role- 
play session. The session presented an opportunity for everyone to consider the human, social 
and medical aspects of HIV, and to improve their understanding of the disease and of the 
issues facing people living with HIV in order to facilitate their work in the media. 

Discussion 

Maternal and infant health, as the theme of International World Health Day, was 
discussed in relation to the level of cooperation between the health and information sectors. 

2.4 Fourth session 

Issues and problems relating to maternal health should be more greatly highlighted by 
the media. Rates of maternal and infant mortality are increasing, and yet the causes of these 
increases are completely neglected by the media, despite the fact that prevention of a high 
percentage of maternal and infant mortality would be possible if people were provided with 
some basic facts and taught some simple procedures. The role of the family and society in 
enhancing health needs to be better understood and issues highlighted in the media. The 
media also need to play their role in improving public awareness regarding maternal health, in 
supporting civic organizations, and in undertaking educational campaigns in this field. 
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A British Broadcasting Company (BBC) documentary on maternal health in a group of 
countries where conditions are similar to those prevailing in the East Mediterranean Region 
was shown. In the Syrian Arab Republic close cooperation is taking place between the 
Ministries of Health and Information. This includes an agreement with the management of 
television stations that defines the top priority health issues and allows the free airing of 
health messages on satellite and local channels. Challenges, however, include the high cost of 
producing health messages of reasonable quality; the difficulty encountered in being 
innovative and creative in the production of such messages; the large number of satellite 
channels and the consequent tight competition and between channels; and the fact that prime- 
time spots are reserved for paid commercials only, and as a result, the free airing of health 
promotional films is ruled out during these prime viewing times. 

Discussion 

The session stimulated a substantive discussion on a number of questions including: the 
extent to which the media are associated with politics and how influential the media is in 
orientating policy-makers towards the support of health; the denial of the rights of mothers, 
who are the primary target of maternal health efforts, and the ability of mothers to make 
decisions relating to their own health and reproductive life; and the extent to which the 
customs and traditions of a society hinder or promote health action. 

The question was raised as to whether the media should have the freedom to cover 
issues that are in conflict with a society's dominant values and traditions, for example, 
showing the delivery of a baby or the female circumcision process. Reference was made to 
the Rabat Undertakings document, drafted by ISESCO and UNICEF, which addresses 
political decisions and their relation to social norms. 

Participants discussed the negative and positive aspects of the lack of coordination 
between government authorities and the media, and it was felt that although media 
independence was important in terms of ensuring that information was not suppressed, 
coordination between the two entities was important in promoting priority health issues. The 
discussion ended with a recommendation that the findings of studies which are most likely to 
benefit and influence society in a positive way, and which are likely to overcome impediments 
posed by prevailing customs and traditions, should be highlighted. 

2.5 Fifth session 

Participants formed four groups and a television interview with each group was 
conducted in which the following questions were asked: 

What are the most important Arabic or international films that address a health issue and 
negatively or positively change attitudes towards that issue? 
What is the best television report you have produced on a health subject? 
What are the best dramatic works that have influenced the health sector? 
What are the most important WHO media campaigns you have covered? 
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What issues raised in this workshop have you been influenced by, and plan to apply in 
your work? 

a Does a re-run of a health report pose a problem for satellite channels? 
Which channels are most widely viewed and how are they used to promote health 
issues? 

Discussion 

Participants stressed that dramatic productions shown on television should not include 
scenes of smoking, alcoholism or drug abuse. Television companies and ministries should 
offer WHO high-quality productions related to health to distribute among all channels in the 
Region. Telethons should be organized whenever a serious emergency occurs enlisting the 
participation of all satellite channels,. Charitable social work should be built on a firmer 
foundation enlisting the involvement of ministries of education to train youth in undertaking 
voluntary work. It was suggested that WHO sponsor an annual concert in which contributions 
were invited to raise money for humanitarian causes. 

2.6 Sixth session 
Ms Fadhila Shayeb, WHO Information Oficer 

Presentations were given to demonstrate the relationship between society and the media 
in relation to health matters and samples of AIDS educational campaigns were also presented. 
Many people from outside the Region have an image of the Arab media which is, 
unfortunately, limited to a superficial knowledge of the Al-Jazeerah news channel. One 
presentation on the Broadcasting and Television Training Centre of the Islamic States' 
Broadcasting Services Organization offered important information about the Centre, which is 
the only one of its kind in the Region. It is affiliated with the Arab League and has trained, 
since its inception in 1983, approximately 6000 people in all fields of media work. 

Discussion 

The need to revolutionize traditional forms of media and to initiate a campaign to 
introduce people who work in the media to modem forms and patterns in informational 
thought was discussed. The potential for cooperation between the Broadcasting and Television 
Training Centre and WHO to design and sponsor annual courses for health programme writers 
and production staff was raised as was the possibility of opening a channel of communication 
between WHO and the Islamic States' Broadcasting Services Organization to secure wide- 
scale airing of informational material produced by WHO. 

Conflicting priority issues on the mass media agenda, examples of the most recent 
conflicts, the Pakistan earthquake and avian influenza were discussed. Participants also 
discussed the most important items produced by the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean, such as a documentary film on Darfur, activities conducted in relation to the 
Pakistan earthquake and several interviews conducted on various channels with WHO experts 
on avian influenza, smoking, AIDS, the tsunami and other significant issues affecting health. 
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3. CONCLUSIONS 

In drafting the recommendations attention was focused on the following three points: 
the recommendations should not only focus on what the media should expect in terms of 
information from the health sector, but also on what the media themselves chose to offer in 
terms of health promotion initiatives; the media should refrain from transmitting negative 
health messages including images of smoking, drug abuse and unhealthy lifestyle choices; and 
the need for audiences to be educated on how to decode media messages. 

4. RECOMMENDATIONS 

To ZSESCO and WHO Regional Office 

1. Support the production and dissemination of health messages related to health education 
and health communication in the Region, particularly health messages targeted toward 
youth. 

2. Hold a follow-up meeting to the current workshop to assess its impact. 

3. Support media and health education centres affiliated with ministries of health in 
Member States and link them to WHO through an educational Arabic website. 

To the Media 

4. Establish an Arab fomm for health reporters comprising representatives from satellite 
channels and reliable media centres and request ISESCO and WHO Regional Offices to 
collaborate with that fomm to organize activities related to health communication. 

5. Avoid sensationalizing health issues and ensure the concrete content of health 
programming. 

6.  Ensure that issues of ongoing importance, such as routine immunization, malaria, etc, 
are not neglected in favour of current topical issues such as disease outbreaks. 

7. Encourage collaboration between Arabic satellite channels to further increase health 
awareness, to disseminate accurate health information and news and to exchange expertise. 

8. Coordinate with international organizations to highlight and assist in overcoming 
obstacles which prevent assistance being provided to populations who are experiencing 
complex emergencies. 

9. Establish a day each year for unified programming by all channels. 

10. Establish a health-promoting channel in Iraq which benefits from the programming 
offered by other television companies producing health promotional films. 
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Annex 1 

PROGRAMME 

Sunday 11 December 2005 
8:30-9:00 Registration 
9:OO-10:30 Opening remarks 

Video welcome statement of Dr Hussein A. Gezaiiy, WHO Regional 
Director for the Eastern Mediterranean 
Regional Director's message delivered by Dr Fouad Mojallid, WHO 
Representative, Syrian Arab Republic 
Address by Dr El Mahjoub Ben Sai'd, Representative, Islamic 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (ZSESCO) 
Address by H.E. Dr Maher A1 Hossamy, Minister of Health, Syrian 
Arab Republic 

10:30-12:OO Session one 
Media and health: Let's get to know each other 
Dr Ibrahim Kerdany, Spokesman and Regional Adviser for Media 
and Communication, WHO/EMRO 
Interactive round table: Question and answer session 
Video presentation: In pursuit of health 

12:OO-14:30 Session two 
Examples of WHO and media collaboration 
Dr Fouad Mojallid, WHO Representative, Syrian Arab Republic 
Presentations: 
MOWSyia Media Production Centre, Dr Maisa Naji/Dr Shatha 
Hassan 
WHO media collaborative centre in Yemen, Dr Ali El Medwahy 
Spacetoon satellite channel, Mr Fayez A1 Sabbagh 
Worldwide health forums, (WHOIART joint health clubs project), 
Dr Samer El Sherbiny 
Open discussion 

14:30-16:30 Session three 
Let's face the challenges: a joint practice to overcome stigma and 
discrimination in the production of programmes on HIVIAIDS 
Introduction (including a technical briefing) 
WHO and MOWLebanon spot films on HIVIAIDS 
UNAIDS music concert clip 
Al-Jazeera video presentation 
Role-playing 
Group 1: Husband tells his wife that he has just discovered he is 
HIV positive: family interaction and medical response 
Group 2: Staff find out that their colleague is HIV positive and 
ensuing interactions 



Monday 12 December 2005 
8:30-10:30 Session four 

Maternal health in media 1: opportunities and challenges 
Moderator: Dr Ramez Mahaini, Coordinator/Family and Conzmunity 
Health, WHOIEMRO 
Presentation by Dr Ramez Mahaini 
Presentation by Mr Yahia Bouzo, Director of Media, Communication 
and Education in support of the maternal health programme 
MOWSyrian Arab Republic 
Sharing experiences 
Example of programmes produced on maternal health 
Open discussion 

10:30-11:30 Session five 
Maternal health in media 2: reviewing an example 
Introduction, by Dr Hossam Mahmoud, Medical Oficer/Women 5 
and Reproductive Health (WRH), WHO/EMRO 
Display of BBC documentary film on maternal health 
Open discussion 

11:30-14:30 Session six 
Learning from the media 
Group 1: Nile News, MBC, CNN, Oman Satellite 
Group 2: ART, Al Jazeera, Jordanian Satellite, El Mehwar, Syrian 
Arab Republic Satellite 
Group 3: Egyptian Satellite, Al Arabia, Health and Population 
Channel, MOWIraq 

14:30-16:3O Session seven 
Partnership with media for health 
"Partnership in health" film 
Presentations: Fadela Chaib, WHO/HQ; Sawsan El Sheikh, 
President, Egyptian AIDS Society; Mr Riyad Raad, Arab State 
Broadcasting Union (ASBU) 
Open discussion 

Tuesday 13 December 2005 
9:OO-11:OO Session eight 

Competing priorities 
Video presentation 
Documentary film on Darfur crisis 
Samples of different news programmes on avian influenza and the 
Pakistan earthquake 
Interactive round table: Question and answer session 
How to keep health as a priority 
Media: an encouraging source for donors 
Telethons or spots? News or documentaries? 
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11:OO-12:30 Session nine 
Where do we go from here? 

12:30-15:OO Session ten 
Have we changed? Role playing 
What next? 
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Annex 2 

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 

EGYPT 
Egyptian Satellite Channel 
Ms Rola Kharsa 
Cairo 

Al-Jazeerah Channel 
Mr Hussein Abdel Ghany 
Cairo 

Nile News Channel 
Ms Hala Hashish 
Cairo 

ART Channel 
Mr Omar Zahran 
Cairo 

CNN/Nile TV 
Ms Shahira Amin 
Cairo 

Health and Population Channel 
Dr Nadia Badawy 
Director of Health Iinformation and Education Department 
Medical Supervisor for Health and Population Channel 
Cairo 

Al-Arabia and MBD Channel 
Ms Randa Abou El-Azm 
Cairo 

MBC Channel 
Mr Mohamed Turk 
Cairo 

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC 
Syrian Satellite Channel 
Ms Salwa Sabri 
Programme Coordinator 
Damascus 
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Ms Rasha Kassar 
Programme Coordinator 
Damascus 

Spacetoon Channel 
Mr Fayez Al-Sabbagh 
Damascus 

Al-Akhbaria Channel 
Mr Nedal Hemadi 
Saudi Media Focal Point 
Damascus 

Arab State Broadcast Union 
Dr Riyad Raad 
Damascus 

OMAN 
Oman Satellite Channel 
Mr Khaled Al-Zadjali 
Muscat 

JORDAN 
Jordan Satellite Channel 
Dr Zuheir Abou Fares 
Amman 

UN agencies and organizations 

Dr Samer El-Sherbini 
WHOIART Health project 
London 
UNITED KINGDOM 

Egyptian AIDS Society 
Ms Sawsan El-Sheikh 
Head of Egyptian AIDS Society 
EGYPT 
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MOROCCO 
Islamic Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (ISESCO) 
Mr El-Mahgoub Ben Said 
Media Specialist 
Rabat 

LEBANON 
UNDP 
Ms Walaa El-Kady 
Health Education Expert 
Beirut 

Country representatives 

BAHRAIN 
Mr Adel Aly Abdallah 
Director, Public and International Relations 
Ministry of Health 
Manama 

IRAQ 
Dr Saman H. Muhammad 
Ministry of Health 
Irbil 

Mr Rasoul Khudur Zaboon 
Information Manager 
Baghdad 

Ms Sahar Khalifa 
Information Department 
Baghdad 

Ms Rana A. Salih Hadi Al-Hakim 
Information Assistant 
Baghdad 

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC 
Mr Yehia Buozo 
Technical Focal Point 
Ministry of Health 
Damascus 
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Dr Maysa Nagi 
Centre of Education Resource Development 
Damascus 

Dr Shatha Hassan 
Centre of Education Resource Development 
Damascus 

YEMEN 
Mr Aly Ahmed El Medwahy 
Ministry of Health 
Sana'a 

WHO Secretariat 

Dr Fouad Mojallid, WHO Representative Syrian Arab Republic 
Dr Ramez Mahaini, Coordinator, Family and Community Health and Regional Adviser, 
Women's and Reproductive Health, WHOEMRO 
Dr Ibrahim El-Kerdany, Regional Adviser, Media and Communication and Spokesman, 
WHOEMRO 
Dr Hossam Mahmoud, Women's and Reproductive Health, WHOIEMRO 
Ms Fadela Chaib, WHOflQ 
Ms Mona Yassin, Technical Assistant, WHOEMRO 
Mr Suhaib Al-Asbahi, ClerWGraphics, WHOEMRO 
Ms Maha Wanis, Secretary, WHOEMRO 
Ms Margaret Yacoub, Secretary, WHOEMRO 
Ms Alia Omaran, Secretary, WHOISyrian Arab Republic 


