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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
1. PREAMBLE

Since the first avian influenza outbreak in 1997, there has been concern that the influenza A
(H5N1) virus may mutate and adapt to allow efficient transmission during the infection of
mammals, or reassort resulting in a new virus that would be both highly lethal and transmissible
from person to person. Such events are believed to have preceded the influenza pandemics of 1918,
1957 and 1968. Several lines of evidence indicate that the currently circulating influenza A (H5N1)
viruses have in fact evolved to more virulent forms since 1997 with higher mortality among human
cases, different antigenic properties and an expanded host range.

The world is currently in Phase 3 of the six-phase pandemic alert system, in which a new
influenza virus subtype is causing disease in humans, but is not yet spreading efficiently and in a
sustained way among humans. If this virus acquires the ability to spread efficiently from human to
human, all of the prerequisites for an influenza pandemic will be fulfilled. The anticipated
pandemic may cause massive social, economic and political disruption. The impact of the pandemic
is likely to be the greatest in low-income countries, as these countries already have inadequate and
strained health care resources.

The first few months of 2008 saw new outbreaks of highly pathogenic avian influenza in
domestic poultry in at least three Member States of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, which can
be described as an epidemiological shift, a stark reminder of the urgent need to act now before a
pandemic human influenza challenges the capacity, resources and resilience of Member States of
the Region to cope with the catastrophic humanitarian consequences that might be on offer from
this pandemic.

Should a pandemic emerge, whether from the current HSN1 subtype of concern or from
another influenza virus with pandemic potential, Member States of the Eastern Mediterreanean
Region need to be better positioned to detect an outbreak early and to support an international effort
to contain the pandemic in its earliest stages, in order to limit the spread of the pandemic, and to
save lives.

While entrenched H5N1 infection poses a major threat to human health in the Region, it is
essential to note that integrated multisectoral strategics are essential at every level—national and
sub-national level—with greater policy coherence across all sectors to be prepared for a possible
pandemic.

As stated in the World Health Report 2007, there will be an influenza pandemic, sooner or
later. It is not a question of if but when. The underlying threat of a pandemic remains while the
virus continues to circulate, leaving no room for complacency.
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