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WHO'S CONTRIBUTION TO THE INTERNATIONAL EFFORTS 
TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Pursuant to resolution 42/187 of the United Nations General Assembly and 
resolution WHA42.26 of the Forty-second World Health Assembly, international 
efforts towards environmentally sound and sustainable development have increased 
considerably. Among the most prominent initiatives launched by the United Nations 
are the preparatory process for the Conference on Environment and Development 
to be held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from 1 to 12 June 1992, and among those by 
W H O the establishment of the W H O Commission on Health and Environment, 
which recently concluded its work. 

This report reviews some of the important developments at the global and 
regional levels that have taken place in the pursuit of sustainable development since 
1989. In view of the recent adoption of resolution WHA42.26, and in order to 
include the implications of the outcome of the United Nations Conference for the 
promotion of health in the context of environment and development, it is proposed 
that a more comprehensive report be submitted to a future World Health Assembly 
through the Executive Board. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

1.1 The work of the World Commission on Environment and Development, which culminated in the 
publication of Our common future (also known as the Brundtland Report, after its Chairman, Mrs Gro Harlem 
Brundtland) in 1987，prompted the adoption of United Nations General Assembly resolutions 42/186 and 
42/187, on the environmental perspective to the year 2000 and the Commission's report, respectively. These 
provided the United Nations system with decisive incentives for major programme shifts towards sustainable 
development. (In the United Nations system, sustainable development is commonly understood as 
environmentally sustainable economic development.) 

1.2 Following the eighty-third session of the Executive Board, which considered a report on "WHO’s 
contribution to the international efforts towards sustainable development,"

1

 the Forty-second World Health 
Assembly reviewed a report of the Director-General on the subject.

2

 After considering how the efforts could 
be further strengthened, the Forty-second World Health Assembly adopted resolution WHA42.26, reiterating 
its view that equitable health development is an essential prerequisite for socioeconomic development and that 
the sustainable and equitable use of the World's resources will be of paramount importance for achieving 
health for all and for the solution of environmental problems, and stressing the need for both national and 
international policies and strategies dealing with the interdependence between development, the environment 
and health, in order to prevent further threats to human health as a result of uncontrolled development and 
the indiscriminate use of technology. It requested the Director-General to support national health agencies in 
the formulation and implementation of sustainable and environmentally sound development, to ensure the 
continuation of WHO’s health advocacy role in its collaboration with other international organizations, to 
promote cooperation between the health and other development sectors, and to collaborate with the Secretary-
General of the United Nations in preparing WHO's contribution to the forthcoming conference on 
environment and development. The resolution also requested the Director-General to report on progress 
made to the Forty-fifth World Health Assembly. 

1.3 A n effective shift towards more environmentally sound and sustainable development requires major 
changes in development and environmental policies throughout the world in order to meet the need for further 
advancement of the majority of the world's population. As many environmental factors and effects of 
development are influenceable by international policies, the process involved is a very complex one requiring 
many coherent steps to be taken. This is also true for the programme of W H O . Since the adoption of 
resolution WHA42.26 several activities have been launched which contribute to programme adjustment in line 
with international efforts towards sustainable development. These include the work of the W H O Commission 
on Health and Environment, the contributions W H O is making towards the preparation of the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development, WHO’s participation in policy formulation at international 
forums, as well as some changes in the Organization's programmes, both at the global and the regional levels. 
Some of these activities will be reviewed below. 

2. WHO COMMISSION ON HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENT 

2.1 Addressing the Forty-second World Health Assembly, the Director-General expressed his intention to 
convene a high-level, technical expert W H O Commission on Health and Environment to assess current 
scientific knowledge on the consequences to human health of present and foreseen environmental factors 
linked to socioeconomic development. One of the objectives of the Commission would also be to guide W H O 
in determining new approaches to leadership and advocacy for the protection and enhancement of human 
health in relation to development and environmental change. The Commission was established in April 1990. 
It held its third and last session in July 1991 and its report is in press. A review of the Commission's findings 
and strategic recommendations is provided in document EB89/23. The Commission has provided clear 
guidance on how to ensure that the attainment of the highest possible levels of health is not compromised and 
remains a major goal in the international drive towards environmentally sound and sustainable development. 
In doing so, it has contributed substantially to the formulation of WHO’s input into the preparations for the 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development. 

1 Document EB83/13. 
2 Document WHA42/1989/REC/1, Annex 4. 
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3. UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE ON ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 

3.1 In December 1989 the United Nations General Assembly adopted resolution 44/228’ calling for 
preparations to be made for a United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, to be held in 
1992. It subsequently also agreed on the formation of a Preparatory Committee, its work schedule and the 
topics that the Conference would address. Since then the preparatory work has progressed steadily through 
three sessions of the Preparatory Committee; a fourth is to be held in New York from 3 March to 3 April 
1992. The Conference itself will be held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from 1 to 12 June 1992. W H O has 
participated veryt actively in the preparatory process to ensure that health issues are incorporated. Its 
participation has taken the form of representation at all the sessions of the Preparatory Committee and 
contribution to the work of working groups convened by the Conference secretariat, as well as the preparation 
of background documents and the secondment of a W H O staff member to the Conference secretariat for two 
years to provide continuous support and to facilitate liaison with W H O . In August 1991 the Director-General 
informed all Member States about the Conference and urged active health sector participation throughout the 
preparatory process and the Conference itself. 

3.2 The Conference is expected to provide the basis for a transition towards environmentally sound and 
sustainable development through the preparation of "Agenda-21", an action plan for the twenty-first century, 
and its implementation. Agenda-21 will provide the objectives and strategies, and identify the means of 
implementation for the world community - national governments, international bodies and the populations 
themselves. Agenda-21 is designed to deal with major environment and development issues, including 
atmospheric change, fresh water, biological diversity, toxic chemicals and hazardous waste. A separate 
implementation plan for each of these is under preparation. The human health aspects are highlighted, and 
preventive or corrective action is incorporated in each plan. Examples of this are enhanced sub-programmes 
on the protection of water quality and the provision of water and sanitation as part of the plan dealing with 
fresh water. In the case of hazardous waste, a specific sub-programme on increasing knowledge about health 
and environmental impacts is being proposed. Much of the programme regarding toxic chemicals has a strong 
health orientation and W H O is providing the major input into the formulation of this section of Agenda-21 
through the U N E P / I L O / W H O International Programme on Chemical Safety. Health, environment and 
development issues are also being introduced with respect to other parts of Agenda-21. 

3.3 In addition to the sectoral issues described above, Agenda-21 will deal with cross-sectoral problems such 
as poverty, education, human settlements, technology transfer, capacity-building, etc. Health is being 
considered together with these, and a separate chapter on health in the context of environment and 
development will be included. This chapter will be concerned with the health impacts not reflected in the 
sectoral programmes mentioned in paragraph 3.2 above, with appropriate cross-references. Five separate sub-
programmes have been identified within the chapter. These are: (1) basic health needs related to the 
environment; (2) control of communicable diseases; (3) protecting vulnerable groups; (4) meeting the urban 
health challenge; (5) reducing health risks from environmental pollution and hazards. Bases for action, 
objectives and activities are being established for each of these areas, together with capacity-building, human 
resource development, research and costing requirements. This chapter, together with all of the other chapters 
of Agenda-21, will be reviewed at the fourth and last session of the Preparatory Committee in March 1992. 

4. INTERNATIONAL POLICY DEVELOPMENT 

4.1 In the wake of the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development there have been 
many international initiatives for environmental and development policy changes that are aimed at the pursuit 
of environmentally sustainable economic development. The following is a selection of examples, in which 
heálth issues prevail and where W H O played a major role. 

4.2 One such initiative of major importance was the Global Consultation on Safe Water and Sanitation for 
the 1990s, organized by U N D P and held in New Delhi, India, from 10 to 14 September 1990. It was 
cosponsored by the United Nations Steering Committee for the International Drinking Water Supply and 
Sanitation Decade, and by the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council, and it was attended by 
600 representatives from 115 countries. It reviewed progress made in and lessons learnt from the International 
Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (1981-1990) and issued the New Delhi Statement, which calls 
for extension of Decade efforts into the 1990s. In order to achieve full drinking-water supply and sanitation 
coverage by the year 2000，the statement urges the adoption of a two-pronged approach seeking (1) substantial 
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reduction in costs of services, through increased efficiency and use of low-cost appropriate technology, and 
(2) the mobilization of extra funds from existing and new sources, including governments, donors and 
consumers. The Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council was established in Ibe Hague in 
November 1988. Its secretariat is hosted by W H O . The Council's main objectives are to maintain the 
Decade's momentum beyond 1990 and to accelerate the provision of water supply and sanitation services to all. 
At its last meeting in Oslo, Norway, from 18 to 20 September 1991，the Council considered the overall theme 
of sustainability of water supply and sanitation and underlined its strong commitment to achieving water supply 
and sanitation for all. 

4.3 The World Summit for Children was held at United Nations headquarters in New York on 29 and 
30 September 1990，to review the needs of children and the roles played by the various organizations of the 
United Nations system in improving the outlook of children. The Summit identified three main concerns: 
(1) health of children, (2) their education, and (3) their human rights. The Plan of Action defined by the 
Summit contained seven major goals: (1) reduction by one-third of the 1990 under-five years child mortality 
rates，(2) reduction by half of the 1990 maternal mortality rates, (3) reduction by half of 1990 levels of severe 
and moderate malnutrition, (4) universal access to safe drinking-water and sanitation, (5) universal access to 
basic education and completion of primary education by at least 80% of children, (6) reduction by half of 1990 
adult illiteracy rates, with emphasis on female literacy, and (7) protection of children in especially difficult 
situations. At a pre-summit task force meeting for child survival, political interest had been reflected in a main 
emphasis on immunization coverage, rather than vaccine development. 

4.4 The Sundsvall Conference on Supportive Environments，organized by W H O and the Nordic Council of 
Ministers, in association with U N E P , was held in Sundsvall, Sweden, from 9 to 15 June 1991. The conference, 
which was attended by participants from 81 countries, sought to merge the health and environmental issues of 
today. It issued a statement containing a call for action directed towards policy-makers and decision-makers in 
all sectors, and at all levels, to safeguard environmental quality in support of human health. In this regard, an 
environment which supports health was defined as having not only physical, but also social, political and 
economic dimensions, in all of which resources need to be generated and rechannelled for the achievement of 
health for all. The statement also called for the recognition and extended use of skills and knowledge of 
women. 

4.5 Ministers of the environment and of health of the Member States of the European Region of W H O 
gathered in Frankfurt-am-Main, Germany, on 8 December 1989, for the First European Conference on 
Environment and Health, which adopted the European Charter on Environment and Health. The Charter, 
which was the first of its kind to be adopted, specified entitlements and responsibilities of individuals, 
governments and institutions in the area of environmental health, and agreed on a set of public policy 
principles and priorities for further action. The Charter has proved to have had considerable impact in 
generating policy measures which take into account human health in environmental planning in an increasing 
number of countries of the Region and which resulted in the establishment of a European centre for 
environment and health, with units in Rome and in Bilthoven, Netherlands. Negotiations are taking place with 
the aim of establishing a third unit in Nancy, France. 

4.6 One decade ago, the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources and the 
Worldwide Fund for Nature (then the World Wildlife Fund), in collaboration with U N E P , published the World 
Conservation Strategy, which emphasized that humanity, which exists as a part of the natural environment, has 
no future unless environment and natural resources are conserved. It also asserted that conservation cannot be 
achieved without human development to alleviate the poverty and misery of hundreds of millions of people. 
Thus stressing the interdependence of conservation and development, the Strategy, first gave currently to the 
term "sustainable development". To varying degrees, it has served as a guiding policy document for sustainable 
development within the United Nations system. In the past decade, the complexity of the problems of ensuring 
sustainable development have become clearer, and the need to act has become more pressing. It is with this in 
mind that the same agencies have now formulated a new document, entitled "Caring for the Earth - a strategy 
for sustainable living" (October 1991)，which is intended to serve policy development in the next decade, and 
probably beyond it. W H O has participated in the drafting of the document, and accordingly, W H O has been 
listed as a collaborating agency. 

4.7 It is expected that delegates to the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development will 
ratify an International Convention on Biological Diversity, which will provide guidance for measures that 
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should ultimately halt the decline of genetic, species and ecosystem diversity in the biosphere. Under the 
auspices of U N E P , an Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee has met several times to draft the text of the 
Convention. W H O has contributed to the deliberations at these meetings in order to ensure that human 
health issues will be fully taken into account, an initiative which was supported by the W H O Commission on 
Health and Environment. While W H O welcomes the establishment of the Convention as another potentially 
valuable instrument to safeguard human health by preserving useful species and ecosystems that support 
health, it is also concerned that action to control or eradicate species harmful to man, and to modify 
ecosystems to achieve such goals, should remain legally and ethically justifiable. 

4.8 The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) held a Ministerial-level 
Conference on Environment and Development in Asia and the Pacific，in Bangkok, Thailand, from 10 to 
13 October 1990, with participants from WHO's Regional Offices for South-East Asia and the Western Pacific. 
The Conference adopted a declaration on environmentally sound and sustainable development, in which 
governments in the regions involved are urged to adopt sustainable policies for economic development, with 
due attention to environmental protection, the promotion of human health and family planning. The meeting 
also pledged its full support to the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, and 
encouraged Member States to participate actively. 

5. SUMMARY 

5.1 Environmental awareness among the general public and among policy-makers has never before made 
such great strides as in this crucial time before the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development. Accordingly, W H O has considerably increased its efforts for sustainable development. 
However, substantial programme adjustments will be required as a result of the W H O Commission's work and 
the United Nations Conference. It is evident that the goals of sustainable development and health for all are 
inextricably linked. 

5.2 The Director-General will report on WHO's further contribution to the international efforts towards 
sustainable development to a future World Health Assembly. 


