
 
Today, the Seventieth Session of the WHO African Regional Committee was successfully conducted
virtually for the first time ever. The session which was initially slated to be held physically in Lome, Togo
was changed to a virtual meeting in line with the new normal way of doing business brought about by the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.
 
Speaking at the opening ceremony of the session, Madam Lydia Mikolo, the Honourable Minister for Health
of the Republic of Congo and the Chairperson of the RC69 acknowledged the challenges being faced by
the Region in its response to the COVID-19 pandemic and commended the commitment of African
Presidents to the ongoing response. She thanked all the Member States for giving the Republic of Congo
the opportunity to chair RC69 and the WHO Regional Director for Africa and Secretariat for their support to
her country’s health sector particularly in the fight against COVID-19.
 
In his remarks, Professor Mijiyawa Moustafa, the Honourable Minister for Health of Togo also
acknowledged the support of WHO, other partners and donors to his country in its efforts to respond to the
COVID-19 pandemic. He reiterated the commitment and willingness of his country to host the next RC in
Lome, Togo.
 
Madam Elwira Elfadil, the African Union Commissioner for Social Affairs highlighted the support which is
being provided to African Members States by his Commission such as provision of supplies, logistics,
diagnostics, online capacity building and technical assistance. While commending the partnerships which
have been formed to combat the COVID-19 pandemic in the region, she called for unhindered access to
the COVID-19 vaccines for Africans as soon as the vaccines are available.
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The WHO African Regional Director gives her stewardship for 2019 to 2020 to
Health Ministers of the region

 
The WHO African Regional Director, Dr Matshidiso Moeti today presented the report of her activity for the
period 2019-2020 to the delegates attending the Seventieth Session of the World Health Organization
Regional Committee (RC70) for Africa (WHO/AFRO).
 
The Regional Director's report, the first under her second term, highlighted her achievements and the
impact of COVID-19 on the continent, and described WHO's support to Member States in responding to the
pandemic. In a direct appeal to Member States, the Regional Director remarked that "in every phase of the
response, and in every community, it is imperative that public health measures are put in place to find, test,
isolate and treat people with COVID-19, and to trace and quarantine their contacts". She stated that
preparedness is a wise investment to save lives and mitigate the socio-economic impacts of external
shocks and threats, and that building resilient health systems and communities is fundamental to improving
health outcomes.
 
Concerning the ongoing response to the various emergencies in the region including the COVID-19
pandemic, she said that WHO/AFRO has redeployed more than 900 staff, supported the training of more
than 10,000 health workers, built capacity in all pillars of emergency preparedness and response,
particularly laboratory services and provided essential medicines and medical supplies to all 47 Member
States of the region. All these measures have helped to protect an additional 1 billion people from
emergencies she remarked.
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RC70 holds a special session on COVID-19

 
COVID-19 is a global, regional and national threat to health security; it continues to devastate health
systems, economies livelihoods and sociocultural activities. These were sentiments of His Excellency Abiy
Ahmed Ali, Prime Minister of Ethiopia when he addressed the special session of the RC70 on COVID-19.
The sentiments were echoed by other speakers including the WHO African Regional Director Dr Moeti and
Ministers who shared their country experiences. Prime Minister Ali highlighted Ethiopia’s contribution to the
global and regional response to COVID-19. In the context of solidarity and collective leadership, Ethiopia
partnered with Jack Ma to mobilize and deliver essential medical supplies to many countries in the region
at a time when travel was at a standstill.
 
Key themes that emerged from the session included high-level political commitment as national response
efforts are led by Heads of State and Government, as exemplified by Prime Minister Ali and His Excellency
Prime Minister Pravind Kumar Jugnauth of Mauritius who both participated in the session.
 

Read More

Interview with Minister Abdoulaye Diouf Sarr 
Minister of Health and Social Action of Senegal

 
Q: As of August 20, 2020, Senegal had 13,013 confirmed cases of COVID-19 including 272 deaths.
Senegal is in 10th place among the countries in the WHO African region of the most cases. How do
you analyse this situation?
 
The number of cases reported by Senegal remains below the predictions made before the start of the
pandemic and the health system has shown itself to be resilient and has been able to contain the epidemic
thanks to a multisectoral and multidisciplinary preparedness plan. It is important to note that since the
notification of the first case on March 2, 2020, the national contingency plan has been implemented with a
multisectoral approach.
 
The timely and effective implementation of our response strategy made it possible to test suspected cases,
contacts of confirmed cases and to isolate confirmed cases either in health facilities or non-health care
settings, as the case may be.
 
To support all this, the President of the Republic, who showed great leadership, had taken strong measures
such as declaring a state of emergency, imposing a curfew, restricting the movement of populations
between regions, banning public gatherings and enforcing adherence to public health and social measures.
 
At the level of the Ministry of Health and Social Action, we ensured the strategic coordination of the
response effort with the establishment of a National Committee for the Management of Epidemics (CNGE)
and the operational coordination of the response through  the Center for Emergency Health Operations
(EOC) .
 
The ability of Senegal to contain the spread of COVID-19 for months, will be linked with the multisectoral
and multidisciplinary approach which saw the mobilization of all the sectors of the country, in particular civil
society, universities, the private sector, NGOs, technical and financial partners.
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Interview with H.E. Dr Lia Tadesse Gebremedhin, Minister of Health, Ethiopia 
On the country’s COVID-19 testing experience (best practice)

 
Q: How is COVID-19 testing organized in Ethiopia?
 
H.E. Dr Lia Tadesse, Minister of Health, Ethiopia:
COVID-19 testing is coordinated by the Ministry of Health and the Ethiopian Public Health Institute (EPHI)
under the laboratory pillar which consists of four sections: laboratory logistics and supplies, COVID-19 test
laboratory expansion and quality assurance; sample collection and reception; and laboratory data
management.
 
Ethiopia has made notable strides in its testing capacity for COVID-19. While the initial samples were
shipped to the Regional Reference Laboratory in South Africa (National Institute for Communicable

Diseases -NICD), the country began testing on 8th February 2020 at the EPHI national influenza laboratory
WHO Ethiopia worked with the national authorities to set up Real Time PCR molecular testing capacity by
way of providing the first supplies of testing kits, consumables and capacity building to conduct COVID-19
testing, evaluation and validation. The capacity at the beginning was 200 tests per day. Over the response
period, there has been a continuous effort to increase this capacity throughout the country
 
It became clear early in the response that there was a need to decentralize the testing capacity and identify
additional sites. This began with an initial assessment of Regional laboratories, research and academic
institutions, Public Health Institutes and referral hospitals across the country, to take stock of the existing
laboratory testing capabilities and the additional support that would be required. Following this, the
identified laboratories were capacitated specifically for COVID-19 testing, sample collection, transport,
sample storage, waste management through in-person and virtual training conducted by the Ethiopian
Public Health Institute and WHO. The capacity for testing has gradually increased. As of 22nd August
2020, over 50 laboratories are now testing for COVID-19 with 64 manual and automated PCR machines
located in all 12 regions of the country..
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Africa region declared wild poliovirus free

 
It was all pomp and elation as delegates at the recently concluded Seventieth Session of the WHO African
Regional Committee celebrated the certification of wild poliovirus eradication from the African Region. Prior
to the resolution of the Forty-First session of the World Health Assembly (WHA) in 1988 to eradicate polio
globally by 2000, polio a highly infectious disease was a major cause of paralysis among children in the
African region with an estimated 75,000 children affected annually. However, the renewed commitment and
efforts of African leaders and public health stakeholders in the region starting from 1996 facilitated an
increase in polio immunization coverage and stronger surveillance for the disease in the region which
resulted in decline in the number of polio cases. This paved the way for declaration of the last four
countries of the region as wild poliovirus free in July 2020 following four years of not reporting any cases.
 
Presenting the report of the African Regional Certification Commission (ARCC) to the African Regional
Director (RD) of WHO, Professor Leke, the Chair of the Commission took delegates down the memory lane
on the milestones in the history of polio eradication in Africa. She said that the ARCC was established in
1998 to oversee the poliovirus certification process in the region. The Commission comprise of 16
Commissioners drawn from all over the World.  She highlighted the difficult tasks which the Commission
faced in conducting its work including many challenging field visits to verify data in insecure and
inaccessible area. She concluded by advising African Member States to use the lessons learnt from the
Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPEI) to facilitate the eradication of other Vaccine Preventable Disease
(VPD) from their countries and to strengthen their health system. She thereafter presented the polio free
certificate of the African region to the RD to much elation from the delegates.
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Interview with Rose Leke 
Chairperson of the Africa Regional Commission for the Certification of Poliomyelitis Eradication

 
Q: The year 2020 marks the certification of interruption of indigenous wild poliovirus transmission
in the African Region. Do you feel that you have achieved something great?
 
Let me take you back to when it all started. In 1988, there were 350000 cases of polio annually in 125
countries. Today there are 104 cases in two countries.
 
It was in 1988 that the WHA took the resolution to eradicate the wild Polio virus from the world, and the
Polio Eradication Initiative was launched.   And then in the AFRO Region in 1996 the Organization of the
African Unity had a meeting in Yaounde and came up with the Yaounde Declaration in that same light,
followed by Nelson Mandela launching the Kick Polio out of Africa Campaign. The ARCC was put in place
by the then Regional Director, Dr. Ibrahima Malik Samba of Blessed memory in 1998.  The Heads of States
and Governments in our Region, and the partners and donors, working with the communities: traditional
leaders, health workers, community health workers, community informants, volunteers and polio survivors,
etc have gone through these years, with breakthroughs and set backs on this turbulent and long journey. 
Today we see the Region free of the WILD POLIO VIRUS for four years and the ARCC can certify that
transmission of the WPV has ceased in our Region. That is a very good feeling, it is HISTORY, and all
those involved now see the fruits of their efforts. So, when you say it is something great, for me it is a
milestone achievement for the world, for Africa especially.
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Interview with Dr Osagie Ehanire 
Nigeria Minister of Health Honourable

 
Nigeria has not recorded wild polio virus cases for three years now. What were the success factors
in reaching this milestone?
 
That is a key achievement indeed, one we have worked tirelessly towards. We are happy it has contributed
to Africa’s wild polio virus eradication milestone. Our key success factors included strong partnerships and
community participation. Our religious and traditional leaders were able to prevail over anti-vaccine
elements and we were innovative in our approach to polio eradication. Another important factor was the
unparalleled leadership, oversight and commitment of Governments at all levels and the support of
development partners. We also appreciate the commitment and sacrifice of our frontline health workers and
the support of the military and civilian taskforce to reach the last child in the security compromised areas of
Borno where the last cases were detected.
 
What were the key lessons learnt and how does the country intend to sustain the polio free status?
 
Great lessons were learnt, and they include the importance of community ownership and participation and
proper implementation of the incident management system (IMS) in disease outbreak response. We also
appreciated the significance of micro-planning and use of technology in surveillance in implementation of
disease outbreak responses. 
 
We intend to maintain polio free certification status by intensifying Acute Flaccid Paralysis (AFP)
surveillance and continuing with the current drive in Routine Immunization. We will also complete the PHC
revitalization Agenda in order to sustain WPV certification. 
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Interview of HE Dr Silvia Lutucuta 
Minister of Health of Angola

 
What is your assessment of Angola's polio eradication efforts?
 
Angola's Minister of Health
The Polio Eradication Initiative in the country is a long-term collaborative effort between the government
and international institutions. Several sections of Angolan society were also involved in this effort, which led
to the polio-free certification of the country on 7 July 2011. There was also strong participation of our
executive, local authorities, municipal administrations, civil society, as well as a broad participation of our
population. The polio-free certification of the country is a great source of pride and satisfaction for the
Angolan authorities and health professionals.  Despite this noble achievement, we cannot be complacent.
We shall continue to sustain the fight against polio through community mobilization, health education and
vaccination of our children.   
 
What were the main gains obtained with the process of polio eradication in Angola?
 
Angola's Minister of Health
We have been able to prevent a large number of children and youth from being disabled as a result of the
disease. The polio eradication initiative has also improved vaccine logistics and cold chain system,
epidemiological surveillance and notification of infectious diseases, improved capacity of the local health
professionals for planning, monitoring and evaluation among other benefits.

Read More

Interview with Professor Samuel Nzingoula - Congo rejoices at certification of
polio eradication 
President of the National Certification Committee for Polio Eradication (CNEP).  

 

 
August 25, 2020 is a historic date on which the African Region is officially declared polio free. This great
achievement is due to the efforts of several persons and organizations at the country, regional and global
levels including the Global Polio Eradication Initiative, the World Health Organization and its partners.
 
Among the countries celebrating this happy event is the Republic of Congo which was hard hit by an
outbreak of the wild poliovirus in 2010 during which 355 cases and 159 deaths (of mainly adults aged 15-
29 years) were recorded.  
 
On this historic day and in remembrance of the experience of the Republic of Congo with the poliovirus, we
interviewed Professor Samuel Nzingoula, President of the National Certification Committee for Polio
Eradication (CNEP).  
 
Q. The year 2020 marks the certification of polio eradication in the African Region. How do you feel
about it?
 
R. It is good news which gives me a feeling of relief, of work accomplished and satisfaction, It will allow
Africa, especially Congo, to focus on addressing other health problems such as tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS,
malnutrition
 
Q. The Republic of Congo experienced an epidemic in 2010 that mainly affected adults. What has
been the real situation and what has been the impact on the further fight against polio in the
country?
 
R. The epidemic was due to low herd immunity among the general population which resulted in a high case
fatality rate of 42% among adults. Since the outbreak, we have redoubled our efforts in surveillance for the
disease and  mobilized the communities for action to prevent and control the disease among other actions.
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Interview with Marie-Irène Richmond Ahoua 
Rotary Coordinator for Francophone Africa

 
Q: The year 2020 marks the certification of polio eradication in the African region. What are your
feelings?
 
R: Rotary and its partners in the Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPEI) are proud to announce a historic
public health achievement as the World Health Organization's African Region is now certified free of wild
poliovirus.
 
Since the launch of its polio eradication program, PolioPlus, in 1985, Rotary has contributed more than
US$2.1 billion to the fight against polio, including US$890 million to Africa, in addition to countless
volunteer hours.
 
Rotary's nearly 32,000 members in Africa have played a vital role in helping the region achieve certification
of wild poliovirus eradication, organizing events to raise funds and awareness against polio, contributing
financially to support The Rotary Foundation of Rotary International, and working with national and local
governments around the world to raise funds and support for polio eradication.
 
Believe me, Rotarians in our Region and around the world have gone above and beyond the call of duty.
They have used their time, resources, and talents wisely and generously to make polio eradication our top
priority since 1985.
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RC70 closes on a positive note: delegates commit to defeat COVID-19 in Africa

 
RC70, the first ever organized virtually, has closed its work after more than 10 hours of intense and fruitful
deliberations. Two major themes, the COVID-19 pandemic and the celebration of wild poliovirus eradication
from Africa dominated the deliberations during this unique session. 
 
Speaking at the closing ceremony, the WHO Regional Director for Africa, Dr. Moeti, thanked the
Honourable Ministers for Health of Member States, as well as all the distinguished guests, for the valuable
exchanges that took place during the session. She commended the insightful contributions made by all the
participants which would enable the region to move forward in the right direction. "This year, we were
challenged. We will continue to work and adapt in order to best protect the health of our communities," she
said. She acknowledged the leadership of African governments and the invaluable contribution of partners
who, through their financial, material and technical support, have enabled the region to achieve the
expected results.
 
She expressed her appreciations to His Excellency Muhammadu Buhari, President of the Federal Republic
of Nigeria, His Excellency Sassou Nguesso, President of the Republic of Congo, His Excellency Abiy
Ahmed, Prime Minister of Ethiopia, Mr. Aliko Dangote, Mr. Bill Gates, the Director-General of WHO and
several other distinguished persons for their invaluable contributions to polio eradication and many other
public health issues in the region.
 
In closing the one-day session, the Honourable Minister of Health of the Republic of Congo and
Chairperson of RC70, Madam Jacqueline Lydia Mikolo, expressed her sincere congratulations to the
delegates for the quality of the discussions and conclusions during the session. She also praised the record
participation of all the 47 Member States of the African region in the session.
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