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NEW RESPONSIBILITIES OF YJHO WITH REGARD TO АТОЩС EN5RGÏ 
IN RELATION TO b^DIGIK^ AND PUBLIC HEALTH 

1. For some time, the Director-General has been considering the new responsi-

bilities which will devolve on the Organization as a consequence of the developments 

in the field of atomic energy in relation to medicine and public health, 

2 . It should be recalled that, on the suggestion of the Governnent of Austria, 
1 

the Executive Board at its Thirteenth Session requested the Director-General to 

study the subject of international regulations for the protection of workers and 

the general public against roentgen and isotopic radiations. The Secretariat is 

conducting this study in consultation with the international organizations con-

cerned and with Member States. Substantial documentation has already been collected 

which, when complete, will be the subject of a report to a future session of the 

Board. 

3. The study mentioned above deals only with a limited aspect of the subject of 

atomic energy in relation to medicine and public health „ It is the total subject 

which will have considerably wider implications for the Organization. As stated 
2 

in the Proposed Second General Programme of Work covering a Specific Period, which 

is submitted to the present session of the Executive Board, experience of past years 

has shown how deeply discoveries in the field of antibiotics and insecticides, for 

instancei have influenced the work of the Organization to the extent of making 

possible some types of campaigns which would have been impossible several years ago. 

The new discoveries in the field of atomic energy will in the same v/ày influence the 

work of the Organization and we should keep pace with these developments and be pre-

pared to adjust our programme of activities accordingly. 

1

 Resolution SB13 Л54 
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 Document SB15/29, para, 4.5 
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4 . The Director-General realized that the only way for him to obtain the necessary 

information on the present status of knowledge and on the possibilities for the 

future with regard to the use of atomic energy in health was to seek advice from 

outside consultants highly specialized in this new field. There are, in fact, 

very few men in the world with a direct, personal and intimate knowledge of these 

matters, and investigations were being conducted as to the most appropriate persons 

available -with a view to asking them to advise the Director-General. 

5 • Meanwhile, during the Ninth Session of the General Assembly of the United 

Nations, late in the year^ developments took place which resulted in a resolution, 

unanimously adopted, entitled "International Co-operation in Developing the 
. 3 

Peaceful Uses of Atomic Energy" • This resolution recognized, inter alia, H h e 

importance and urgency of international co-operation in developing and expanding 

the peaceful uses of atomic energy to assist in lifting the burdens of hunger, 

poverty and disease" and, as a first step, decided that an international technical 

conference of governments should be held to consider, amongst other aspects, those 

of biology, medicine and radiation protection. The General Assembly decided to 

invite the interested specialized agencies^ including WHO, to be represented at 

this conference and suggested that these agencies should be consulted by the 

Secretary-General and by an advisory committee appointed for the preparation of 

the conference. These developments made it even more urgent for the Director-

General to carry out his plan for a consultation. In spite of the very short 

period available, it was possible to invite to headquarters in the middle of 

December 1954, a group of four consultants^ three of them being the heads of the 

medico-biological departments in national atomic energy commissions or similar 
bodies and one being a physicist with a special knowledge of the biological 

aspects of radiation
e 

6. This group met with the Director-General and members of the staff with a view 

to informing the Director-General on the present and future possibilities for the 

use of atomic energy in the field of health and, also, to discuss the role and 

responsibilities of WHO with regard to the future developments which can be 

expected in this field
 e 

3 БосшеггЬ EB15/46, Annex В 
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7
e
 It was not known at that time whether the Organization would be called upon 

to contribute, at this early stage, to the work of the advisory committee established 

by the General Assembly
л
 Nevertheless^ the Director-General felt that it was 

appropriate to submit to the Secretary-General of the United Nations a preliminary 

note on the peaceful uses of atomic energy in relation to medicine and public health 

for any use that the Secretary-General inight find advisable. A copy of this note 
t 

is attached as Annex I
 e 

8. The Director-General has been informed by a letter dated 10 January 1955 from 

the Secretary-General of the United Nations that the first session of the advisory 

conmâttee is commencing at United Nations headquarters on 17 January 1955 and that 

the committee may wish to consult with competent specialized agencies. From the 

unofficial information available at the time of writing, it is very likely that 

the representative of WHO at United Nations headquarters is to be called by the 

Conmiittee and，in this events he will submit an appropriate statement to introduce 

the preliminary note referred to above (Annex I)。 The Director-General wishes 

to emphasize the preliminary character of the views put forward on behalf of the 

Organization as well as the provisional nature of this reporte He would greatly 

appreciate any comments and advice from the Board with regard to any aspect of this 

matter。 

9, The agenda of the conference will be established by the advisory committee 

and it is expected that this agenda will include a number, of items on the uses of 

isotopes in diagnosis，therapy，biological research and, also^, on the major item 

of protection against radiation， both for communities and for the workers. The 

Organization, already invited by the General Assembly to participate, will un-

doubtedly be called upon to submit technical papers and, probably, provide 

lecturers on special subjects to the conference
 e
 It is also anticipated that 

the Organization will be given some responsibilities in co-ordinating the prepara-

tion of the health and medical part of the conference, which will take place in 

August о 

10 • The range of the responsibilities which will fall on WHO in this respect as 

well as the scope of our participation cannot be forecast* It is， however, to 
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be expected that, between the end of this session of the Executive Board and the 

opening of the Eighth World Health Assembly, the Director-General will have to 

take the steps necessary for the preparation and possible publication of documents 

on different subjects. The amoüit of the funds required to provide for these 

services cannot yet be estimated. The Director-General considers that it is 

essential that the Organization meet fully its obligations to provide all possible 

co-operation in assisting in the development of this important work and
4
intends 

therefore to make such arrangements as are necessary. 

11. At the time of the Eighth World Health Assembly and the sixteenth session of 

the Executive Bdard, the Director-General will be in a position to subniit a pro-

gress report on the action taken. In the event of it being possible to do so, 

the Director-General will at the same time submit supplemental estimates to pro-

vide for such activities as could be envisaged in 1956. 



EB15/76 

ANNEX I 

PEACEFUL USES OF ATOMIC ENERGY IN EELATION TO 
MEDICINE AND PUBLIC HEALTH 

A preliminary note submitted by 
the Wôrld Health Organization 

A resolution adopted, by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 

b December 195^ decided, that an international technical conference of governments 

should be held under the auspices of the United Nations "to explore means of develop-

ing the peaceful uses of atomic energy". This resolution mentioned biology, 

medicine and radiological protection amongst the technical areas to be explored and 

in which international co-operation might most effectively be accomplished. The 

World Health Organization is mentioned among the competent specialized agencies which 

the General Assembly suggested that the Secretary-General and the Advisory Committee 

would consult in making plans for the Conference and which the General Assembly invited 

to be represented at the Conference. 

In view of the short period of time available^ it was felt necessary for the 

World Health Organization to submit a note of a preliminary character. The purpose 

of this note is to deal in broad terms with the general problem of atomic energy in 

relation to medicina and public health and with the role which the World Health 

Organization could play in this international undertaking for the development and 

expansion "of the peaceful uses of atomic energy to assist in lifting the burdens of 

hunger^ poverty and disease". 

The World Health Organization for some time has been considering the implications 

of the new scientific advances with regard to its own programmes. In the past, new 

scientific developments have, deeply influenced the work of the Organization. 

Discoveries in the field of antibiotics and insecticides have made possible certain 

types of activities and resulted in some achievements which, without them, would not 

have been even thought of. An international organization of a technical nature has to 

keep pace, in the same way； with current scientific developments. Though the total 

effect of the discoveries in the field of atomic energy and the methods and possibil-

ities of health work cannot be predicted, enough is already known to justify WHO in 

including amongst its objectives a careful exploration of the possibilities of the new 

developments. 
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In view of the above and of the developments uriiich took placa during the Ninth 

Session of the General Assembly, it was considered necessary by the Director-General of 

1H0 to obtain expert advice on the general problems of atomic energy in relation to 

medicine and public health, with special reference to a programme for international 

co-operation© For this purpose
д
 a group of four consultants invited by the Director-

General met at YfflO headquarters from 13 to 15 December 1954• The present note, to 

a large extent
}
 makes use of the results of this consultation. 

THE PROBLEMS 

The problens of atomic energy in relation to medicine and public health can be 

considered from two different anglesî 

Problems of health protection against radiation. 

HP Medical use of radioisotopes, pre sent situation and potentialities. 

I. PROBLEMS OF HEALTH PROTECTION 

The problems of protection against radiations can be tentatively listed as 

follows { 

1. Studies of radiation-Induced diseases . 

Extensive studies are in progress j but there is much to be learnt from further 

investigations• 

2« Disposal of radioactive waste material 

Although up to the present time the situation is not alarming, a potential 

danger is to be envisaged when a great number of atomic plants are established and 

when a great number of laboratories throughout the world start operating with radio-

isotopes. 

Problems of contamination of water by liquid waste, of air by volatile materials, 

of the soil and the sea by solid waste disposed of in the ground or on the sea bed 

have to be envisaged
0
 The location of reactors and* their access to the sea or to 

rivers and also the problem of density of the population in the area have to be studiedt 
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3. Nuclear Reactor safety 

There is a potential danger for the general population resulting 

always possible in any kind of reactor
0
 Preventive measures against 

including the problem of appropriate location should be considered at 

stage о 

4
e
 Health problems of uranium mining 

This is a special aspect of occupational health in mines resulting from the 

carcinogenic effect of radioactive materials present in the atmosphere and the dust 

of the mines
e 

5. Transport of radioactive materials 

This includes the problem of transport of critical materials to or from the 

atomic energy plants and the problem of transport of radioisotopesо 

6. Standards fer radioactive materials and establishment of units of radioactivity 

In view of a scientific study of the problems of protection, it is essential to 

solve this problem, to which a great deal of attention has already been given, and 

which is a condition of accurate measurement of irradiation dangerous to man. 

ц
0
 MEDICAL USE OF RADIOISOTOPES, PRESENT SITUATION AND POTENTIALITIES 

1
0
 Use of radioisotopes in therapy 

This is extensively studied but new developments are taking place and this raises 

a problem both of research and of training of personnel for application» 

2
0
 Use of radioisotopes in diagnosis 

_ •曲�I I l__ -— • --- • •— -•«-•«•JCMM»,-"、--；»̂ , 

There are already a few accepted tests with radioactive material! but this use 

certainly expand, There is a problem of research on new diagnostic tests and 

a problem of a. possible influence on genetics of the radioactive material used for 

tests。 Mention should also be made of the possible use of radioisotopes in 

small X-ray machines for diagnostic purposes
0 

from accidents 

this risk 

the planning 

will 

also 

such 
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3。 Use of radioisotopes in medico-biological research 

This is a very wide field and one cannot see any limit to it except the limit of 

human imagination» In genetics, nuclear radiation has already been applied for the 

acceleration of mutation processes^ for the development of strains of plants more 

resistant to diseases
0
 Some similar method m i ^ t be applied to accelerate mutation 

in viruses in order to obtain more potent vaccines® Also, the use of tracers is of 

great importance in the study of movement and behaviour of animals acting as vectors 

of human disease. 

4
e
 ' Sterilization of food and pharmaceutical preparations 

5e Small reactors for research in biology 

The extensive use of radioisotopes in biological research raises the question of 

small atomic reactors y^hlch could Ъе a reliable source of radiation for purposes of 

re sear che This raises a question of pooling of resources of countries that could not 

afford the construction of such a reactor of their owru 

ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF WHO 

Among the functions assigned to WHO under Article 2 of its Constitution, the 

following are especially relevant to the present cases 

to act as the directing and co-ordinating authority on international 
health work; 

to furnish appropriate technical assistance and, in emergencies, necessary 
aid upon the request or acceptance of governments; 

to promote
>
 in co-operation with other specialized agencies where necessary, 

the prevention of accidental injuries; 

to promote, in co-operation with other specialized agencies "where necessary^ 
the improvement of nutrition, housings sanitation, recreation, economic 
or working conditions and other aspects of environmental hygiene； 

to promote and conduct research in the field of health; 

to provide information, counsel and assistance in the field of health; 
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to standardize diagnostic procedures as necessary^ 

to develop, establish and promote international standards with respect to 
food, biological, pharmaceutical and similar products; 

to promote co-operation among scientific and professional groups which 
contribute to the advancement of health« 

In order to fulfil these constitutional obligations
y
 the ТШО has devised and put 

into operation a number of methods i/rtiich have been tested over six years of experience 

and "which can be applied, mutatis mutandis, to the newly developing field under 

consideration® For instance, and very briefly： 

Collection and diffusion of knowledge 

Co-ordination and stimulation of research 

Training and education (fellowships^ exchange of professors, seminars
y 

study groups， etc.) 

$ 

Health education of the public 

Advisory services to governments (demonstration or pilot projects;, consultants 
of various techniques sent to countries)© 

Io ROLE AND RESP0NSIBLIT3ES OF ШО Ш THE FIELD OF HEALTH PROTECTION ‘ 
AGAINST RADIATIONS 

WHO is prepared to assume the responsibility af assisting countries, on their 

request, in solving their problems of protection, under two different aspects： 

1* Protection of those working with radiations 

This is a special aspect of the general problem ôf occupational health； for -which 

"WHO has a joint responsibility with the ILO resulting in a long established co-oper-

atioru A study of some aspects of this specific problem has already been under way 

for two years• 

2% Protection of the communities from the point of viëw of public health against 
the possible danger of radiations 

In both fields there is an urgent need for considering health aspects of atomic 

energy programmes in the early planning stage
 0
 The role of YiHO should be to collect 
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the relevant information and to disseminate it by means of appropriate publications 

and by assisting countries in the training of appropriate personnel in methods of 

protection» * 

II, ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF WHO IN A CONSTRUCTIVE PROGRAMME FOR THE USE 
OF RADIOISOTOPES IN MEDICINE AND PUBLIC HEALTH 

1Ш0 is prepared, by using the methods already applied in other fields, to assist 

countries in the development of constructive programmes» The following is a brief 

outline of the possible means of actioni 
• • 

lo Collection and diffusion of knowledge 

WHO would not try to set up a central library of relevant literature but could 

play a much more important role in stimulating the flow of information on the medical 

use of radioactive substances and in acting as, a clearing house between those requiring 

the information and those possessing the information® It could also publish in a 

condensed form a review on the possible uses of atomic energy in medicine and public 

health, which would benefit a great number of countries or institutions normally-

reached by the publication system of YJHO» 

2. Training 

In the new field TfflO would use the different ways of training personnel already 

used In other ‘fields, inter aliar , 
« 

(i) . Fellowships 

These would be generally of the. post-graduate type for the benefit of . 
different catégories夕 such as physicians

9
 biophysicists^ engineers, 

etc® 

(ii) Consultants on various techniques to be sent to countries for teaching 
purposes. . 

(iii) Exchange of professors 

(iv) Study tours for the benefit of outstanding scientists 
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(v) Exchange of research workers 

(vi) Advanced short courses for specialists 

• • 

ORDER OF PRIORITY FOR ACTION BY 1H0 

1 , First priority： Protection 

It was the strong feeling of all members of the Consultant Group referred to above 

that first priority should be given to protection in its two aspects. First, the 

protection of those working with radiation, and, secondly, public-health protection 

of the community. The Group enphasized that YfflO had an immediate responsibility for 

drawing the attention of governments to the urgent need for considering, at the 

early planning stage, the health aspects of atomic energy programmes. It was felt 

that the International Conference and the Advisory Committee were the appropriate 

f o r m s for this. 

The Director-General of WHO wants to draw especially the attention of the Advis-

ory Committee to the importance of this recommendation. It is highly desirable that, 

in the development of national programmes for the peaceful use of atomic energy, the 

errors committed•in the past when industrialization took place in the most developed 

countries, should not be repeated» By appropriate planning, taking into consideration 

health requirements, the public-health dangers resulting from the new type of 

industrial development could be greatly reduced and, from the economic point of view, 

the cost of preventive measures could be very largely reduced. 

2« Long-term programme 

TOO has an important role to play In encouraging and facilitating the exchange of 

scientific knowledge and in assisting countries to provide the appropriate training 

for all categories of personnel required for the application of these techniques. 

As already stated, thou决 being a new field of activity for W.HO, this could b© 

achieved by using the methods already tested in iniplementing the programme of work 

of the 0rganization
o 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In submitting this preliminary note the Director-General of TOO wishes to state 

that VfflO is willing and prepared to assist the Advisory Committee, when so requested, 

in the preparation of the necessary documentation for the Conference itself
й
 He 

wishes to insist again that first priority be given to appropriate health protection 

measures at the very early stape of planning and would respectfully submit that the 

relevant item be included in the agenda of the Conference. 

Geneva, 24 December 1954 

(Signed) Dr. MoGe Candau 
Directог-General 


