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1. Introduction
An expert consultation to finalize the regional framework for the public
health response to chemical events and establish a regional network of
poison centres for implementation of the International Health
Regulations 2005 (IHR) was held in Amman, Jordan, on 16–18 February
2019. The consultation was attended by experts from poison centres and
chemical safety departments in 16 countries of the Region, as well as
WHO staff from headquarters, and regional and country office levels.
The objectives of the meeting were to:
•
•

•
•
•

develop a regional framework on public health preparedness and
response to chemical events;
introduce and train poison centre staff from 10 Eastern
Mediterranean Region countries on a toxic chemical inventory
database and to see if further database updating is required;
discuss and identify requirements for regionalizing the database;
discuss procedures to identify the 10 most toxic chemicals at the
regional as well as national level, if possible; and
discuss the establishment of a regional network of poison centres
in the Eastern Mediterranean Region and its terms of reference.

2. Summary of discussions
Several major challenges face the countries of the Region, particularly
the low-income countries, with regard to the public health response to
chemical events. These include the lack of public awareness and a
culture of safety with regard to handling chemicals, as well as a lack
of up-to-date databases and experienced human resources to carry out
risk assessments of chemicals. Additionally, there is a lack of
legislative frameworks and enforcement mechanisms, overlapping
mandates between sectors, and multi-stakeholder responsibilities for
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chemicals management, as well as a delay in establishing national
mechanisms to secure coherence and synergies.
The capacity to detect, monitor and manage chemical events for IHR
implementation is lacking in most of developing and least-developed
countries of the Region (Groups 2 and 3). At a regional level, and as
indicated by the joint external assessment missions in 18 countries of the
Region, this capacity is scored at about 2.5 out of 5 (varying from 2 to 4).
Common other gaps include the lack of coordination between the
relevant stakeholders, poor surveillance and risk communication
systems, poorly-equipped poison centres, and weak clinical
management capacities in most countries.
In addition to these risks, the Region faces a unique set of circumstances,
including political instability and natural disasters, that hinder progress in
IHR implementation in relation to chemical events (such as the
establishment of poison centres in Syrian Arab Republic and Sudan).
Countries highlighted certain challenges in the Region, including gaps
in coordination at the national and regional level, shortages in financial
resources and qualified personnel, and a lack of legal instruments and/or
their application. For example, not all participating poison centres are
mandated to cover the whole of their countries on a 24/7 basis.
3. Action points
•

•

All participating poison centres agreed to be focal points for the
regional network of poison centres, and requested other poison
centres of the Region to join the network.
Participants agreed to a scientific collaboration between countries to
develop a research paper for publication that would include
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•

•

statistical analysis of the data received from poison centres in
countries of the Region for 2018. Dr Shahin Shadnia, LoghmanHakim Poison Centre, Tehran, Islamic Republic of Iran, Dr Naima
Rhalem, Poison Control and Pharmacovigilance Centre of Morocco,
Rabat, Morocco, and Professor Nozha Brahmi, Centre Anti-Poison,
Tunis, Tunisia, are responsible for data analysis and preparing the
research for publication, while Dr Suhad Al-Khassawneh, National
Drug and Poison Information Center, University of Jordan Hospital,
Amman, Jordan, will coordinate the process between different
countries, and Dr Muhammad Amir, Drug and Poison Information
Centre, Pharmacy Services, Aga Khan University Hospital,
Pakistan, will review the drafted article(s).
There is a need for an online platform; as a start, this can be an
unofficial listserv email group or WhatsApp group. Dr Suhad AlKhassawneh will initiate a WhatsApp group.
The global listserv INTOX-General (a closed e-mail discussion
group for members of the INTOX Network) will be introduced to
everyone interested in joining the global poison centres network
so that they can obtain information on toxicology, expert opinions,
alerts, and poisoning incidents around the world.

4. Recommendations
To Member States
1. Nominate a focal point so that only one referral poison centre
represents each country.
2. In countries with more than one poison centre, such as Egypt and
Islamic Republic of Iran, establish a national network to connect
them in order to standardize their data.
3. Initiate efforts to mobilize external resources to bridge the gap in
financial resources, in collaboration with partners and donor agencies.
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To WHO
4. Begin implementation of the regional framework of action on
public health preparedness and response to chemical events in
collaboration with countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region.
5. Hold regular meetings for country poison centre focal points,
possibly every two years, with virtual meetings every year, or
during the annual IHR stakeholders meeting.
6. Update the WHO world directory of poison centres at the global
and regional level.
7. Initiate a project, with the support of the Regional Centre for
Environmental Health Action (CEHA), to help countries of the
Region identify their 10 most toxic chemicals through the
development of a chemical depository database and proper risk
chemical assessment.
8. Inform the IHR Committee on the outcomes of this expert
consultation meeting regarding the regional chemical events
framework and focal points for poison centres in countries of the
Region.
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