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The call for abstracts for the Health Systems Research 
Symposium 2020 (1) was recently announced; the theme 
“Re-imagining health systems for a better health and so-
cial justice” looks bold and ambitious. HSR2020 will be 
the sixth global symposium on health systems research 
and for the first time will be hosted in the Eastern Medi-
terranean Region (EMR) (2). The symposium is scheduled 
to take place in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, during 8–12 
November 2020. The last five global symposia on health 
systems research (3) were hosted in Africa, Americas, Eu-
rope and Western Pacific regions.  

The Eastern Mediterranean Region as a host for 
HSR2020 is deeply symbolic and timely. It is symbolic 
because of the rich history and heritage of the Region, 
as a key player in the development of the field of public 
health and medicine (4,5), although this part of its history 
is often either obfuscated or not adequately highlighted. 
It is timely because of the clear relevance between 
the topics selected for discussion in HSR2020 (1) and 
the myriad challenges faced by the Region, including 
progress towards Universal Health Coverage and 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Of the six countries that have been declared to be in 
a state of Grade 3 Emergency globally, three (Iraq, Syrian 
Arab Republic and Yemen) are from the Region (6). More 
than half of the people in need of aid (4) across the world, 
of all forms including health care, are from the EMR. This 
is in part due to the destruction of health care delivery 
systems and infrastructure owing to conflict, but partly 
due to poor planning resulting in inadequate health 
systems for tackling any such contingency. Insufficient 
political will remain a constant hurdle to achieving SDG 
3. Political stability and absence of violence/terrorism 
index (7) reveals that several countries in EMR continue 
to be vulnerable. These challenges present the perfect 
opportunity for leveraging and bringing to the forum 
voices that work either within or with the political 
structures.  

From an environmental perspective, climate change 
is posing multiple threats to the Region (8). These threats, 
particularly in terms of influence of climate change on 
health, are emanating from multiple meteorological and 
natural phenomena, including water scarcity, heat waves, 
dust storms, droughts, crop failures, rising temperatures 

and flood damage to health infrastructure as well as 
residential areas. A regional trend analysis has depicted 
that EMR countries are facing adverse health impacts of 
climate change. This has translated into an increase in 
“waterborne diseases, spread of vector-borne diseases, 
undernutrition, drowning, mortality and morbidity 
during heat waves, allergic reactions, pulmonary 
diseases due to dust storms and heat waves as well as 
cardiovascular and respiratory illnesses and psychosocial 
stress” (9). Indirectly, climate change can impact health 
through creating socio-economic conditions that can 
result in limited avenues for livelihood and augment 
conflicts by increasing resource scarcity. This threat is 
ever more menacing given the already fragile social and 
political states of various countries in the Region. 

Since the establishment of World Health 
Organization’s Regional Centre for Environmental 
Health Action, the research and awareness on the linkages 
between climate change and health have improved, but 
there is still a long way to go (10). On the technological 
front, EMR presents a wide spectrum mosaic 
(geopolitically and socioeconomically); on the one hand, 
some Gulf countries are being touted as possible global 
leaders in terms of deploying 5G telecommunication 
(11), while on the other hand most countries in the 
Region do not have adequate civil registration, vital 
statistics and population-based surveillance systems (11). 
This unexplored domain i.e. technological innovation, 
especially in terms of health, offers a great avenue for 
research and policy dialogue. 

Unfortunately, the EMR has been extremely under-
represented at the previous HSR symposia. The region 
is comprised of 22 countries and is home to nearly 645 
million people – about 9% of the world’s population (12), 
yet the highest representation for the Region was 4%, 
back in 2010 (Figure 1). 

This should not come as a surprise given the 
comparatively limited research being done in the Region 
in general, and the dearth of health policy and health 
systems research in particular (13).  This poor research 
output can be understood in the context of various 
challenges being faced by EMR countries. There is 
limited national, regional and international funding 
for health research. International and regional funding 
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is perhaps limited due to weak institutional capacity to 
attract funds, while limited national funding may be due 
to lack of awareness among policy-makers, regarding 
the immense importance of health systems research, 
and hence evidence-based health-policy-making. 
Several countries in the Region also lack national health 
strategies and policies. In other cases, national research 
policy is not present (14). 

Another critical factor has been the immense brain 
drain which has limited the research capacity and 
output of the Region. The Eastern Mediterranean Region 
has also lagged in terms of Knowledge Transfer and 
Exchange (KTE). Less than one quarter of research (15) 
was transformed into policy briefs or advocacy messages 
that had specified tangible actions. Policy-makers are 
rarely part of the research process and the research 

exists in a non-receptive environment where political or 
socially sensitive findings impede uptake. Although some 
institutions exist in the Region to support knowledge 
translation and dissemination, as those hosted by 
Lebanon, Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia (16–
19), yet much more needs to be developed and fostered. 

HSR 2020 offers a landmark opportunity for the EMR 
countries to make a concerted effort in bolstering health 
systems and policy research. It is a unique opportunity 
for public and academic institutions, think-tanks, private 
sector, professional societies, development partners as 
well as grass-roots non-governmental organizations to 
open and revive discussions around the importance of 
health systems research and press for evidence-based 
policy formulation. Such stakeholders could galvanize 
their research strength and make the symposium topics 
an integral part of their research agenda for the coming 
year. 

Simultaneously, greater demand for funding 
from both public and private entities should be made. 
Governments and development partners in the Region 
can play an instrumental role in providing technical and 
financial support for advocacy and awareness generation 
about the symposium, as well as capacity building and 
effective participation of health researchers, practitioners 
and policy-makers, especially operating in the EMR, in 
this unique symposium. 

Lastly, other than the host partners (Mohammed 
bin Rashid School of Government, Dubai, United Arab 
Emirates, and Knowledge to Policy (K2P) Center at 
American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon), more 
collaborations and partnerships among Health Systems 
Global, academic/research institutions, ministries of 
health, and development partners in the Region are 
required to stir the momentum for the activities leading 
up to the symposium and their continuity afterwards.     
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Figure 1 Participation in last five HSR symposia from  
the EMR
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