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1. Introduction

The core role of laboratories is to provide timely, accurate and reliable
results to support diagnosis, surveillance and outbreak investigations.
More than 70% of clinical decision-making is predicated upon,
confirmed by, or documented by medical laboratory test results. Lack
of quality systems in laboratories has resulted in persistently high levels
of laboratory error and lack of confidence in laboratory services by
physicians and other care providers.

Laboratory accreditation to international standards verifies laboratories’
competence and ensures that they can provide evidence that quality test
results are reliable and accurate to support patient care and public health
practices. Furthermore, quality laboratory programmes protect staft and
the community through adherence to rigorous biosafety and biosecurity
standards.

Many efforts have been made to strengthen laboratory quality
management systems in the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region,
especially at central public health laboratories. However, these efforts
are not reaching subnational and lower-level testing sites, especially in
resource-challenged countries. For example, of 22 countries/territories
in the Region, only 11 (50%) have internal quality control (IQC)
procedures standardized throughout the laboratory network for all tests,
five (23%) have an external quality assessment (EQA) programme for
all priority diseases at all tiers with feedback of results and action for
improvement, 10 (45%) have reference laboratories participating in an
international EQA programme, seven (32%) have laboratory quality
officer positions filled in all public sector laboratories, four (18%) have
implemented quality management activities in all laboratories and four
(18%) have implemented mandatory certification and accreditation
standards for laboratories.
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Against  this  background, the directors responsible for
laboratory services in the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region met in
Cairo, Egypt, in August 2023 and endorsed the creation of a
laboratory technical working group (TWG) for the Region.

The regional TWG seeks to bring together regional laboratory leaders
to shape the laboratory agenda, define priorities and harness individual
countries’ strengths, capabilities and success to further build laboratory
capacity in the Region. The TWG intends to provide a peer-to-peer
environment for senior laboratory leaders to exchange strategic
knowledge and information that can inform decisions related to
diagnostics and laboratory services in support of clinical care and the
response to public health emergencies. The TWG is expected to
contribute to the adoption of best practices across the Region and the
strengthening of laboratory systems at national and subnational levels,
with a focus on networking, advocacy, leadership and governance.

The first meeting of the TWG took place as a virtual online meeting on
21 March 2024.

The objectives of the meeting were to:

e develop a platform of communication to link directors across the
Region and facilitate real time engagement with each other through
a shared contact list, webinars and in-person meetings;

e facilitate networking to link the TWG to funders, regulatory
agencies and industry; and

e generate a consensus that can be published or proposed for
adoption.
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2. Summary of discussions

Dr Fausta Mosha, Regional Adviser for Public Health Laboratories at
the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean, opened the
first meeting of the TWG by thanking all the participants for attending.

The participants then introduced themselves and their role in their countries.

Dr Mosha presented the agenda for the meeting, which was agreed by
the participants.

Presentations were made on: an update from the last regional laboratory
directors’ meeting; feedback from Regional External Quality
Assessment Scheme (REQAS) 2023; the country readiness assessment
of the Global Laboratory Leadership Programme (GLLP); and the
upcoming training-of-trainers course for laboratory quality mentors and
auditors. This was followed by a questions and answers session and
discussion on the way forward.

Leadership and governance

Member States agreed to conduct a country readiness assessment with
support from WHO before the regional GLLP workshop. Afghanistan,
Bahrain, Egypt, Morocco, Somalia and the Syrian Arab Republic
expressed their interest in joining the GLLP.

WHO agreed to share the draft regional strategic framework for
strengthening laboratory services for consultation with Member States
before the next meeting.
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Laboratory quality management systems

The following countries will be supported by the WHO Regional Office for
the Eastern Mediterranean and the African Society for Laboratory Medicine
to attend a training-of-trainers course on laboratory quality mentorship and
auditing: Djibouti, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Somalia, Sudan and Tunisia.
Bahrain, the Islamic Republic of Iran and Jordan would like to be included
in the training. The WHO country office will support their costs.

Lebanon is receiving support from Fondation Mérieux on the
implementation of laboratory quality management systems.

Afghanistan and Somalia requested receiving EQA through REQAS.
Biosafety and biosecurity

Afghanistan, Bahrain, Morocco and the Syrian Arab Republic requested
support to develop a biosafety and biosecurity framework.

Afghanistan, Jordan and Oman requested support for International Air
Transport Association (IATA) training on specimen transportation.

Diagnostic stewardship

The Islamic Republic of Iran and Qatar are implementing a diagnostic
stewardship programme on antimicrobial resistance (AMR) for health
workers. A protocol is in place and awaiting distribution to all
stakeholders after the training. The Islamic Republic of Iran will share
the draft with WHO.
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Tiered laboratory network

The Islamic Republic of Iran has expanded its COVID-19 network to
incorporate other diseases to support their diagnosis and surveillance.
They have integrated molecular diagnostic platforms and have an
integrated specimen referral network.

3. Next steps

e The next TWG meeting will be on 20 June 2024. Agenda items include:
- comments on the new strategic framework for strengthening
health laboratory services in the Eastern Mediterranean Region;
- the Islamic Republic of Iran to share their experience of
implementing an integrated laboratory network; and
- Qatar to present the tool kit for risk assessment.

e  WHO will follow up with countries that have requested specific
support before the next TWG meeting.

e WHO will share the draft regional strategic framework for
strengthening laboratory services for consultation with Member
States before the next TWG meeting.
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