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Dr Mohamed Helmy Wahdan

1933-2020

The World Health Organization (WHO) deeply regrets the recent loss of Dr Mo-
hamed Helmy Wahdan, who died on 24 December, 2020. A great leader in the
world of public health, Dr Wahdan was born on 18 August 1933 in Egypt, received
his bachelor degree in medicine and surgery from Ain Shams University, Egypt
(1958), and doctoral degree in epidemiology from the London School of Hygiene
and Tropical Medicine, United Kingdom (1963). Professor Wahdan held a number
of academic positions including Lecturer of Public Health, Faculty of Medicine,
Alexandria University, Egypt (1964-1969), Associate Professor of Epidemiology
(1969-1974), and Professor of Epidemiology and Vice Dean of the High Institute
of Public Health, Alexandria University (1975-1979). One of his most important
research outcomes was proving the effectiveness of meningococcal meningitis
vaccine, a disease that was killing thousands of people at that time.

Dr Wahdan joined the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean
in1979 and served the Eastern Mediterranean Region for more than three decades
as a well-recognized expert in the field of communicable disease prevention and control. He had sound judgement and
great wisdom, whose insight was sought by many Member States and WHO colleagues. As Director of Communicable
Diseases at the Regional Office, Dr Wahdan set the agenda and strategies for control of communicable diseases in the
Region and beyond. In recognition of his significant expertise, he was appointed as the Assistant Regional Director and
then as Special Adviser to the Regional Director until his retirement during 2012.

While Dr Wahdan helped in the eradication of small pox globally and limiting the spread of HIV/AIDS in the Region,
his most enduring legacy is his outstanding contribution to the polio eradication initiative. He established a robust
polio eradication infrastructure. This included setting tailored strategies that contributed to national health policies and
plans in complex countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Somalia, Sudan (including South Sudan) and Yemen. Dr
Wahdan was also instrumental in ensuring the elimination of the endemic polio in Egypt, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, the Syrian
Arab Republic and Yemen. Under his leadership, the Region became free of polio, with the exception of Afghanistan and
Pakistan.

In honor of his outstanding work, Dr Wahdan received multiple awards, most notably the Jacques Parisot Foundation
Medal, awarded by the Thirty-first World Health Assembly for best research in Public Health. Ultimately, Dr Wahdan’s
legacy will be the lasting inspiration for all those who worked with and learned from him.
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