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KUWAIT: Professor Kazem Behbehani (OBE) is a Kuwaiti immu-
nologist and retired professor. He has done research on tropical
diseases before he became International Health Advocate at
WHO. In an interview published nearly a month ago, Dr
Behbehani spoke about receiving the Order of the British Empire
in recognition, his decision to return as Director-General of
Dasman Diabetes Institute and the challenges that Kuwait faces
to fight diabetes. Today, Dr Behbehani talks in a second interview
about the global challenges of health and development, the
importance of maintaining the ecological balance, and the capa-
bilities that make Kuwait able to excel in various fields on the
global level.

Dr Behbehani, a few weeks ago you were kind enough to give
an interview on your work at the World Health Organization
(WHO) and the Dasman Diabetes Institute. The response to your
interview has been considerable and a number of people have
written to remind us that in addition to the OBE that was
bestowed on you by Her Majesty the Queen of England you have
also been appointed to the Board of Regents of Manchester
Harris College Oxford. Nor did you tell us that you have been
appointed Senior Policy Adviser to the ICMHD WHO
Collaborating Centre in Geneva. Congratulations.

Thank you. I think both these appointments have come as a
result of my work on global health issues. As you know, there is a
growing concern that the world is not doing enough to address
the challenges of health and development. Today when the gap
between rich and poor countries is growing and when climate sci-
entists tell us that we are on the verge of major changes in climat-
ic conditions, it is very important that we should think globally.

Dr Behbehani, what exactly do you mean by that? Do you
think we have not been doing enough?

I personally do not think the world has done at all enough in
the area of health promotion and protection. If we do not do
more and act with a sense of urgency I believe the world will pay
a high price for its inaction. If you look at what is happening
around us in terms of emerging and remerging diseases I am
sure you will agree that we must increase our commitment to
global health and do so quickly and with greater focus.

Dr Behbehani, what do you mean when you say global
health and why is it important to people in Kuwait?

Let me try to answer you briefly. Global Health is a recognition
that the world is really a small place and becoming smaller. Today
there are more than seven billion people sharing the same space
that at one time housed a few hundred million. We are consum-
ing more food than ever and we are consuming water at a mas-
sive and still growing rate. The ecological balance is being chal-
lenged and we must think seriously about how to create and
maintain a better equilibrium that ensures that everyone will
have access to both food and water. Unless we do, there will be
political and social unrest. At the same time we can travel around
the world today in a matter of hours, and as we do, we can move
diseases in planes and boats and cars faster than has ever been
possible before. We have become the main vectors of disease.
When there is an outbreak in one part of the world it is theoreti-
cally a matter of hours before that outbreak is felt in countries

that may be thousands of miles away and have an entirely differ-
ent ecological and social character. What I am saying is that if we
are to prevent global health disasters, we must be prepared to
invest in the health of poor countries and less well-off communi-
ties that do not have the infrastructure or the know-how needed
to protect health.

Dr Behbehani, what do you think a small country such as
Kuwait can do in this situation?

I do not altogether agree with you when you refer to Kuwait
as a small country. Of course we are small in territorial size and we
are obviously small in terms of population. But we are not small
from the perspective of talent and financial capacity. Kuwait has
good scientists, medical doctors and healthcare staff. There is no
field in which we are not represented at the global level. In geolo-
gy and engineering, in nuclear energy and marine biology as well
as in health, we are present in many international agencies. In
fact when you look objectively at our situation, you will realize
that Kuwait is well placed to do a great deal at the international
health level. The Kuwait Fund for Development is already a leader
in many domains, and I think we can also do much more in the
specific field of global health, especially diabetes. There are over
345 million people living with diabetes of one kind or another.
We can begin by sharing our experience in this area and creating
networks of countries all working on the same issues. 

Dr Behbehani, what do you have in mind with respect to dia-
betes collaboration?

In the area of diabetes I believe we are now in a situation
when Kuwait can help to create a global awareness about the
problem and begin to teach people about the factors that affect
diabetes and that make it such a big problem. We can work with
countries to help them catch up on new public health prevention

knowledge and cutting-edge clinical and skills in diabetes treat-
ment and care. I think Kuwait is now ready to take on a part of the
global fight against diabetes, working with key countries that can
benefit from our help and collaboration. We can organize train-
ing courses for people from other countries and we can help
improve clinical skills and techniques. So when you refer to
Kuwait as a small country, be careful not to confuse size with
knowledge, nor size with commitment. Think about what we are
doing in Kuwait under the leadership of His Highness the Amir
Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah and His Highness the
Crown Prince Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, and
think how we could share that same impetus with countries that
do not have those same creative advantages and leadership. 

Dr Behbehani, this sounds very optimistic?
I have always said that if you cannot dream, you cannot

explore; and if you do not explore you simply sleep the long
sleep and get bypassed by the world. Anything is possible and

everything is worth considering. Kuwait does not have to be
thought of as a small insignificant country. It can participate
internationally and even be a leader in some areas. Last year we
organized an international meeting on diabetes and tuberculosis.
In the opening session, one of my colleagues, Dr Manuel
Carballo, stated that the world was now entering a new era of co-
morbidities that have a capacity to catch countries unprepared
and place heavy burdens on them. Let me pick up on this theme,
because although our meeting focused on diabetes and TB, it
could have looked at diabetes and obesity, diabetes and cardio-
vascular illness, diabetes and hepatitis C, to name just a few
examples of the new challenges that are emerging around the
world. The Dasman Diabetes Institute is in a unique position to
identify new themes and develop them together with other
basic research, public health groups. We are already doing this
with Harvard in the USA and Oxford, Glasgow Caledonian and
ICMHD, which is a WHO Collaborating Centre, in Europe.        

Dr Behbehani, what would you like to see happen now? You
have a vast experience in international public health, so tell
us more.    

I would like to see the Dasman Diabetes Institute, which was
founded by Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Science
(KFAS) and other health groups in Kuwait begin to work with
countries that can benefit from our way of approaching public
health, bringing our experience and knowledge to bear on their
needs. I would like to see Kuwait create a global health capacity
that countries would feel free to turn to for assistance. We are
already discussing things like this with Malaysia and Indonesia
and I know that countries such as the Maldives, Bosnia, and
Jamaica would also welcome our input in terms of technical
assistance and financial support in the area of diabetes. There are
many other countries that we can help and in doing so we can
become a key part of the new global health agenda.
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