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KUWAIT: Professor Kazem Behbehani
(OBE) is a Kuwaiti immunologist and
retired professor. He has done
research on tropical diseases before
he became International Health
Advocate at WHO. Dr Behbehani
spoke in a recent interview, in which
he discussed 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.

• Dr Behbehani thank you for
accepting to give this interview. In
2014 you were awarded the Order
of the British Empire in recognition
of your work in international and
global health. Did this come as a
surprise?

Definitely it was a great surprise to
me. I had no idea that I, a Kuwaiti, was
considered for such an honor by Her
Majesty the Queen of England. But I
can assure you it was a very pleasant
surprise that I will always recall and
cherish.

• Dr Behbehani, your back-
ground in international and global
health is very well known. At the
World Health Organization you
held a number of key senior posi-
tions, including the post of
Assistant Director General. 

Yes, but what I was recognized and
honored for by Her Majesty the
Queen was more my achievements in
the field of tropical medicine. Prior to
my appointment as Assistant Director
- General, I was the Director of WHO’s
Program on Tropical Medicine. During
my tenure I was able to develop and
lead a very ambitious program to
eliminate diseases that had been
plaguing developing countries for
centuries. Our greatest achievement
was creating a global initiative to
eradicate lymphatic filariasis.

• Dr Behbehani in your position
as Director of Tropical Medicine you

were able to pioneer a new
approach for WHO. Can you tell us a
little about what you did and why it
was so new?

Well, very briefly, the first thing I
did was to bring all the main stake-
holders around the table to plan a
global battle against lymphatic filaria-
sis or what is often called elephantia-
sis. I realized, from a very early stage,

that the committed parties lacked
coordination in their approach in
fighting this disease, and I was able to
bring together the European Union,
the WHO and the pharmaceutical
industry. This was a major step for-
ward for WHO which, until that point,
was working more or less alone. My
philosophy has always been to try to
get people to collaborate, join forces,
share ideas and bring their resources
together in order to face problems. I
assure you that it was a great success
and the program I created is still
being strongly implemented. The
model of collaboration I created has
also been taken up by other programs
at WHO.  By 2020, we hope to have
eradicated this dreadful disease.

Easy decision
• Thank you for that explanation

Dr Behbehani. Now I would like to
learn a little about your decision to
come back to Kuwait and lead the

Dasman Diabetes Institute.
My decision was very simple. His

Highness Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-
Jaber Al-Sabah, the Amir of Kuwait
asked me to return due to the increas-
ing problem of diabetes in Kuwait and
his concern that the problem was not
receiving the attention it deserved. Of
course you can imagine, I immediately
accepted and came back to find a
frightening situation. During the years
I had been away, diabetes had
become a major problem throughout
the GCC and the Middle East. Diabetes
had traditionally been considered to
be more problem of highly developed
countries such as the United States
and not countries such as Kuwait
where we were more concerned
about communicable diseases.

What I saw when I came back was a
rapidly growing rate of all types of
diabetes and a society that was not
only unaware of the challenge but
also unprepared to deal with it.

• Dr Behbehani, do you mean
that nothing was being done in
Kuwait?

Not at all. In fact one of the things
that Kuwait does not lack is good
medical specialists. We have excellent
physicians specialized in diabetes in
Kuwait.  But, in 2009, when His
Highness asked me to take over the
position of Director-General of
Dasman Diabetes Institute, there was
no consolidated national effort to
tackle the problem. I think many peo-
ple were simply accepting diabetes as
just another disease and assuming
there was nothing that could be done
about it. It was the same type of prob-
lem I had seen in many other coun-
tries when I was with WHO.
Accordingly, I  decided to make
Dasman a Kuwait center of excellence
that would bring together the talents
of our specialists in Kuwait and at the
same time embody a research and
training program capable of respond-
ing to the challenges of diabetes in
Kuwait.

• Dr Behbehani can you be more
specific on this. In Kuwait there are
still some people who do not know
about the work of the Dasman
Diabetes Institute.

The problem is that there are still
too many people who do not know
enough about diabetes, not that they
do not know about the Dasman
Diabetes Institute. Today, Kuwait is
one of the top countries in the world
suffering from diabetes. Almost a
quarter of our population are diabetic.
This is a frightening and alarming sta-
tistic and many people do not seem
to be aware that the most common
form of diabetes, namely Type 2 dia-
betes, is highly preventable. Moreover
even when people have diabetes
there is a lot they can do to manage it
and lead a normal life and a good
quality lifestyle. But we still find peo-
ple suffering from diabetes complica-
tions such as loss of sight and serious
foot and leg problems that require
intensive care.

Better shape
• Dr Behbehani, are you saying

the situation is getting worse?
In some ways no, and in other ways

yes. Let me explain what I mean by
that. In terms of treatment we have
never been in better shape than we
are today in Kuwait. There are a num-
ber of excellent diabetes specialists in
Kuwait, and at the Dasman Diabetes
Institute we have a podiatry program
that has become a world leader. We
have put together a team of interna-
tional podiatry specialists and
brought a new type of treatment from
Cuba that is now literally saving legs
from amputation. We are very proud
of all of this and I can say that there
are people in Kuwait who will walk
well again as a result of the treatment
they have received at Dasman. 

Our education programs have
become increasingly effective. We are
reaching out more than ever to chil-
dren in schools, and our nutrition edu-
cation programs are bringing new

ideas and better lifestyle practices
into homes and in doing so gradually
promoting healthier eating and cook-
ing habits. We have created research
programs that attracted worldwide
recognition and today the Dasman
Diabetes Institute is collaborating
with major universities such as
Harvard in the United States, Oxford,
Cambridge, Dundee in the UK, and
ICMHD in Switzerland. I think our
research is going to make a big differ-
ence to our understanding of diabetes
in Kuwait and the Middle East, and tell
us why some people are more vulner-
able than others. It will also provide a
key to how we can intervene to
improve diabetes prevention and
treatment.

At the same time I must admit that
the lifestyles of people in Kuwait and
other parts of the world continue to
worry me. Globally we are becoming
too sedentary and the fast food indus-
try has become a global phenomenon
that is changing our traditional eating
habits. While I recognize that this is
not in itself bad, there is a downside
to it, namely that we are eating too
much unhealthy food and we are
exercising too little. People every-
where are becoming more obese and
considering it as normal, when in fact,

it is highly dangerous. There is still a
lot to do here in Kuwait and else-
where in the world to control and reg-
ulate this.

• Dr Behbehani, thank you. Is
there anything you would like to
add? 

Well I would like to say that I am
obliged and very grateful to His
Highness Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-
Jaber Al-Sabah the Amir of Kuwait for
entrusting me with his confidence to
take up this challenge through my
position at the Dasman Diabetes
Institute and for his support and guid-
ance. I would like to thank him too for
giving so much attention to the prob-
lem of diabetes. In addition I would
like to express my sincere appreciation
to Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah, the Crown Prince of Kuwait for
his continuous support. It has been an
immense challenge but I think we are
now making a difference and I hope
that our future generations will benefit
from the work we are doing at the
Dasman Diabetes Institute. We have
benefitted enormously from the sup-
port of the Ministry of Health and the
Kuwait Foundation for the
Advancement of Sciences and I hope
we will continue to do so. 
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Relief efforts in Indonesia going according to Amir’s instructions
KUAL A LUMPUR:  Chairman of
Kuwait Red Crescent Society Dr Hilal
Al-Sayer has re-affirmed that the
society ’s humanitarian and relief
efforts in Indonesia are in line with
guidelines of His Highness the Amir
Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah. In a telephone contact with
KUNA, Dr Sayer pledged that Kuwait
would spare no effort in offering
further support to the Indonesian
people, noting that Kuwait had aid-
ed victims of the 2004 tsunami.

The Kuwaiti society has executed

a number of humanitarian projects
in Indonesia, namely the residential
site, named Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmad
(makeshift) village, in addition to
building water desalination plants
and some sectors of the nation’s
infrastructure. Last Sunday, Dr Sayer
inaugurated a  craf ts’ school  in
Banda Aceh where the Kuwaiti resi-
dential site had been built. He also
opened a multi-purpose hall. The
Kuwaiti village contains 150 houses,
a mosque, a medical center and a
school.

Kuwait had also executed several
projects in Banda Aceh, which was
also struck by multiple earthquakes.
The Kuwaiti ventures include water
purification stations, developing
infrastructure, building orphanage
houses, providing 300 fishing boats
and heavy equipment for paving
roads. Considering the generous
Kuwait i  a id to peoples in  need
worldwide, the UN has designated
His  Highness the Amir  as  the
‘Humanitarian Leader,’ and Kuwait as
the ‘Humanitarian Center.’ — KUNA

KUWAIT: The Sea Heritage
Committee at the Kuwait Sea Sports
Club (KSSC) continues preparations
for the 27th Pearl Diving Trip, which
will be organized between August 6
and August 13, 2015, under the
patronage of His Highness the Amir
Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah.
Diving ships presented by HH the
Amir and HH the late Amir Sheikh
Jaber Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah
will participate in the event.

The voyage will be named ‘those
are my children,’ to go along with
the fatherly words that HH the Amir
made following the terrorist act at
Imam A-Sadiq mosque in Kuwait
City last month. The theme also fol-
lows HH the Amir’s directions to
boost national unity among the
youth.

Chairman of the Heritage
Committee Ali Al-Qabandi said the
committee will  today hold the
‘Habab and Shouna’ event, in which
ships will be cleaned and prepared
for the trip. The event will be held
under the supervision of seasoned
skipper Khalifa Al-Rashid, and
General Supervision Hamid Al-
Sayyar. This stage is considered one
of the most important stages to pre-
pare the ships and lace them with
oil; also known as the ‘Habab.’ After
that, the bottom of the ship is paint-
ed with ‘noora, which is the material
that keeps water from leaking inside
the ship. This process is called by the
‘Shouna’ stage. These stages will be
held at the KSSC in Salmiya. Divers
are being trained on physical fitness
and adapting them to the difficult

atmosphere of the diving trip and
the hot temperature, Qabandi said.

Pearl Diving Trip kicks

off with ‘Habab and Shouna’
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