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The rules require that the Executive Board of WHO should consider and propose, 

in conscious exercise of its responsibility, often after lively discussions, the 

subjects for the technical discussions at the World Health Assembly. It was 

under such conditions that at its thirty -sixth session the WHO Executive Board 

selected as the subject for the discussions at the Twentieth World Health Assembly: 

"The Challenge to Public Health of Urbanization". 

This challenge produced by contemporary trends in human society is of concern 

to most of the Member States of WHO; there is little doubt it will soon concern 

all the countries of our planet. 

In the title adopted by the Executive Board for the present technical 

discussions the word "challenge" was deliberately chosen. Every public health 

administrator knows that urbanization is a phenomenon that has repercussions on 

the health of the population in his charge. The nature, extent, and importance 

of those repercussions vary appreciably from one country or region to another. 

One of the difficult tasks awaiting our discussion groups will be that of 

studying the subject in such a way that the problems and the solutions, which 

differ enormously according to the country, the region and the political and 

economic system, emerge with all the necessary clarity. 
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For some health administrations, another challenge arises: they are called. 

upon to plау a new or expanded role in fields that have no direct connexion with 

operational programmes of health work, but where their contribution can be of 

great help in minimizing future health problems and attaining the most important 

goal of public health - prevention. 

A third challenge in the field of inter- agency relationships and their parti- 

cipation in a joint enterprise, is that of asserting or strengthening the position 

of.the public health administrations as full members of the teams empowered to 

take the measures that will mitigate the undesirable effects of urbanization. In 

this field, the aim of team -work is to derive all the benefit possible from 

properly controlled, regulated and planned urbanization, while foreseeing and as 

far as possible preventing its ill effects. 

According to the official publications of the United Nations, the population 

of the world is increasing every year by 50 to 60 million. In 1975, the rate of 

increase is expected to attain 77 million and in the year 2000, 126, million. 

Assuming that nothing occurs to halt this trend, it may be expected that taking 

1950 as the point of comparison, the population, of` the 'globe .will attain in the 

year 2000 a figure two - and -a -half times as high. 

The urban population has increased much more rapidly than the rural population 

owing to the substantial migratory movements from the country to the towns. In 

Africa, Asia and Latin America, many major urban areas have doubled their population 

over the past 10 years, and somé forecasts indicate that in those regions the total 

number of city dwellers will increase by 100 per cent. between 1960 and 1975. The 

industries and services of the urban areas have in general not developed as fast 

as the population, and the various countries have made attempts to slow up the 

rate of migration. 
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In the industrialized coúntries, the speed of urbanization has been much the 

same as in the less developed countries in so far as an approximately identical 

proportion of the population has moved from the countryside to the towns; rates 

of urban expansion have, however, been less striking, for the urban framework 

was much broader at the beginning of the period under consideration and the over - 

all population growth has been less substantial (according to the Report on the 

World Social Situation, United Nations, 1963).1 

In 1D50, as we all know, our planet was inhabited by 2.5 thousand million 

rpersons; in 1975, the figure is expected to reach four thousand million and in 

the year 2000, six thousand million. This rapid growth in the world's population 

will result in enormous pressure on existing towns and those coming into being. 

According to certain serious scientific forecasts, the urban population will 

increase between now and the year 2000 by three thousand million persons for the 

world as a whole. These figures speak for themselves. Hence over the next 

33 years the number of persons about whose health our Organization should start 

concerning itself now will approximately double. 

If, however, any kind of disproportion were to develop between the growth 

of the world's population and the results of the scientific and technical 

revolution, we should have to take a gloomy view of these prospects. If the 

number of people in the world were to double, with little likelihood of any 

doubling of the resources and possibilities for feeding those people, the adverse 

effect on their health would be such that the average duration of human life 

would begin to decline. I need hardly state that man is going to defend himself 

with all energy at his command against any such trend. Our technical discussions 

at the Twentieth World Health Assembly in fact constitute part of the effort 

undertaken to that end and a contribution to that effort. 

1 
United Nations (196)) Report on the world social situation, New York. 
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The present generation, and in particular those who will come after us to 

carry on the torch, will be unable and will no longer have the right to 

contemplate the process of urbanization as passive observers. Urbanization 

must not develop in the coming years into a force sustained and directed by its 

own internal laws, for it is as clear as daylight that this process can and 

must be regulated by human intelligence. We might compare it to a day -old 

lion cub which, depending on the conditions, will grow up to become either a 

threat to the population of the jungle or a tame circus animal. The subject 

of our technical discussions is a matter for concern and at the same time for 

optimism. It seems likely, and it is no doubt desirable, that our various 

groups will discuss the over -all problem and its specific aspects from those 

respective points of view. But why have I spoken of optimism? 

The nature and dynamism of, and the results so far attained by, the 

scientific and technical revolution of which our generation is both the witness 

and the instrument show that the flow of scientific knowledge acting on the 

sphere of material production and on that of knowledge of biological phenomena 

is constantly increasing. What we have to look for is not merely a methodology 

of action, but a practical method, a solution which from the economic and 

operational point of view is within the reach of the population to be proctected, 

which does not exceed the financial and administrative possibilities of the 

countries concerned or which, if it does exceed them, does not call for financial 

and material assistance greater than the international community is able and 

willing to supply. In future, science itself will have a restricted role in 

the practical solution of problems of wide scope. It must be realized that 

none of its discoveries are exploitable without technical adaptation requiring 
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not only a profound grasp of the scientific principles involved., but also 

experience in the.handling of men, public funds and supplies. Technology can 

never develop as fast as science. 

Each country has a particular idea of the needs resulting from the future 

increase in its population. This concept is based in general on present social 

and economic conditions and can never represent a universally valid standard. 

Accordingto the US Municipal News1 for 1955, every additional thousand population 

in the, town$ of the United States of America will require- substantial provision 

to be made for municipal services, open spaces and living accommodation. I shall 

cite only a few examples: for every thousand persons, 4.8 primary class- rooms 

and 3.6 secondary class- rooms; about 3.5 hectares for schools, parks and play 

grounds; about 378 cubic metres of water per day; one hospital bed; new 

streets to be kept in repair, cleaned and cleared of snow, rubbish and waste; 

treatment plant for 28 tons of organic pollutants or 300 septic tanks; additional 

funds for paying new employees in the various services. 

In the developing countries, the prevailing ideas of the needs entailed by 

the development of the population are of course more modest. Nevertheless, 

when we try to grasp the idea that before the year 2000 the urban population of 

our planet is going to increase by three thousand million, we realize the extent 

of the requirements that will result. Our estimates in this regard relate to 

10 the maintenance of the present standard of living and the present level of human 

health. However, as soon as we begin to consider the prospects for improvement 

and consolidation of human health, we have to recognize that men's requirements 

in respect of the quality of their habitat are also going to increase. 

As was pointed out during the technical discussions at the Seventeenth 

World Health Assembly, just three years ago, only five per cent. of the 250 million 

people living in the urban centres of 60 countries of Africa, Latin America, 

1 Sée US Municipal News, 1955, 22, 16 (August number). 
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South -West and South -Central Asia have a satisfactory publie water supply service. 

Reports from India and Cameroon illustrate situations where it is essential to 

give absolute priority to the installation of water distribution and sewage 

facilities in all the built -up areas of the urban centres. 

Meanwhile other countries, such as Switzerland, show with justifiable pride 

the results that can be obtained with intelligently planned and carefully 

controlled urbanization. But these countries are none the less faced with the 

new problems raised by dense automobile traffic in streets designed for horse - 

carriages, as well as by the influx of people into holiday or week -end resorts 

where the difficulties a:e assuming such proportions that it will soon be 

necessary to apply measures comparable to those required in the very towns that 

the holiday- makers are trying to escape from. 

The questions it will be interesting to look into include, in addition to 

the considerable differences that exist between one country and another in the 

level of urban development, the multiplicity and variety of the problems 

connected with urbanization. When it selected this subject, the Executive Board 

recognized this possibility and proposed that particular emphasis should be given 

to environmental health problems. 

According to the reports received by the Organization, the most acute 

urbanization problems arise in and near the main towns of those countries where 

population growth and the lure of city life combine to hasten the aggravation of 

the situation. The solutions proposed in these reports vary very widely. The 

International Planned Parenthood Federation presents evidence that certain 

countries will not be able to solve their urbanization problems in the forseeable 

future unless they can halt population growth. 

Some countries hope to arrest this tendency by improving conditions of life 

in the rural sectors - the villages and small towns. Others have made a great 

step forward by constructing new, methodically planned conurbations. Others 
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again are managing to control the tendency towards growth and development, but 

are coming up against new problems when they have to face the consequences of 

recent phenomena such as the intensification of automobile traffic, or when 

they have to contend with overcrowding and obsolescence of buildings, with all 

the adverse consequences they can entail. . 

Our discussion groups will have to consider the part that must be played in 

the planning and control of urbanization by the health administrators occupying 

key posts and the higher ranking technical staff. 

This brings us to the rather complex question of co- operation between the 

different services. Success depends in part on the policy of the Government 

concerned and the readiness with which those in power agree that the health 

administration should play a part in a field not traditionally connected with 

that of health activities. 

When we consider the future rate and extent of urbanization at the world- 

wide level, we begin to wonder whether, in the future, a trend in the opposite 

direction is not going to occur - I mean a flight by man from the towns. This 

question, too, is theoretically valid, though there is in fact no sign of any 

tendency towards disurbanization. The problem has, however, a material side 

too. The intensified urbanization which society will no doubt witness in years 

to come will not be motivated by the sйbjective feelings, based on independent, 

material principles of the intellectually mature individual who decides of his 

own free will to take up permanent residence either in the town or in the country. 

The town will continue to attract, mainly by the advantageous conditions it offers, 

the person who, to gain a livelihood, will be drawn into the process of industrial 

production. Those are the reasons why an absolute majority of the inhabitants of 

our planet will decide to live in towns or, without making any particular decision, 

will reamin tied to them. 
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I have studied with great interest the results of the discussions of the 

WHO Expert Committee on Environmental Health Aspects of Metropolitan Planning 

and Development.1 The eminent specialists who made up this Committee reacted 

to the prospect of urbanization with mixed feelings of satisfaction and concern: 

satisfaction because urbanization offers greater possibilities of improving 

standards of living, education, housing conditions, social relations and public 

life; concern, because the limited resources existing on the land, in the air 

and in the water will be more heavily drawn upon, because diseases will be 

liable to spread more easily, and because noise, overcrowding and a general 

deterioration in the physical and social environment will constitute a danger 

to health. 

We tend to speak of towns in a mainly negative way. This is an over- 

simplification. We must also realize that in towns man has been freed from 

certain types of physical work, has obtained readier access to certain 

remunerative occupations and to commercial, cultural and social institutions, 

enjoys better care, better education and training facilities, wider scope for 

social relations, a greater degree of individual freedom, private life and a 

certain anonymity. 

There is no doubt that towns in their role of industrial, scientific, 

artistic and political centres represent centres of progress. Long -term 

statistics on the health situation in urban centres and in the country show 

that over the past century the health indices (average longevity, infant 

1 Wld Hlth Org. teche. Rep. Ser., 1965, 297. 
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mortality, etc.) show a distinct advantage for the towns. It is difficult to 

separate the effect of the material environment from the part played by the 

greater density of health services. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to 

suppose that if there exists no "natural" frontier in the trend towards 

deterioration, it will be more and more difficult to achieve further progress 

in the improvement of health by the conventional methods of clinical medicine. 

Urbanization is a many -sided process that proceeds at different rates in 

the different countries. In a small number of countries, a balance between 

the town and country population has been attained. In others, this process 

is only beginning. In Czechoslovakia, for example, the trend towards 

urbanization is being slowed up by the high density of the centres and the 

resulting shortness of the distances to be covered in order to reach them. 

Some governments are bending all their efforts to restraining the growth of 

the towns by steering population movements towards certain conurbations 

(Great Britain); elsewhere, for example in the Soviet Union, they apply a 

policy of planned foundation of towns in the course of settling empty lands 

and exploiting natural wealth. 

In 1917 Nomosibirsk had a population of less than 90 thousand; today it 

already has a million. The Soviet Union offers other examples of this kind. 

In most of the countries of the world the process of urbanization is allowed to 

develop completely untrammelled. In the developing countries, the growth of the 

town population exceeds the possibilities of employment in industry. The 

internal structure of urbanization in a number of countries naturally depends 

on their economic prosperity and their degree of wealth or poverty. 
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Out of the total population of the towns of the world - today a substantial 

figure - there are tens of millions cf people still living in indescribable health 

conditions - like animals in their lairs. Whereas in the centres of the oldest 

towns the population density is from 400 to 1000 or more persons per hectare, Tapiola 

in Finland has only 65 people to the hectare. It is, admittedly, a show -piece among 

towns - an example of the achievement of men's desire to be housed in pleasant and 

healthy conditions. 

The problems posed for us by the development of the population and its future 

distribution cannot be solved by merely supposing that man would adapt himself to 

the unfavourable conditions and that his vital substance would adjust to them. The 

biological, anthropological and psychological characteristics of man are potentially 

changeable, but over periods of time much greater than those involved in the process 

of urbanization we ,.rе considering. Human biology does not follow, or rather does 

not adapt to, the rhythm of the world created by man. It is true that man has shown 

high capacity for adaptation even to the most harmful effects of industrial civilization - 

to a greater degree even than most other living organisms - though we know too little 

about the price that has had to be paid fcr that adjustment. From the point of view of 

scientific study of the relationship between the environment and the physiological needs 

of the human Qrganism, the findings of Coleman are particularly interesting, for he 

has described the adaptation syndrome and its neurotic consequences among a large 

number of immigrants into new towns in England. Man's possibilities of adjustment 

to the negative effects of urbanization are, according to our present knowledge, limited. 

We cannot, therefore, afford to place too much hope in them. 

An acceleration of the process of adaptation that we are witnessing will require 

the application, in the various regions of the world, of intelligent control to this 

trend in society by means of economic, social and physical planning. The development 
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of this historic activity must come under the influence of its health aspects; indeed, 

it must form an integral part of them. ihe governmental health services are, by 

their specialized nature, in a position to exert an influence on the entire process of 

planning for the development of the human habitat and thereby on the planning of 

urban renewal and construction. For the plans to be satisfactory, it is essential 

that the health services should specify the standards to be observed in the matter of 

environmental health. these relate in particular to the hygiene of water, air, food- 

stuffs, means of transport, housing and places of entertainment and work. Planning is 

of value only if it is total and expressed through long -term objectives; to plan means 

to foresee as accurately as possible the advantages and disadvantages of each of the 

measures considered. 

1 
In the publications of the United Nations it is recommended that the public 

authorities endeavour to ensure: 

(a) the preparation of a national health policy giving priority to the 

solution of the problems posed by urban growth (overcrowding, bad housing 

conditions, poor sanitation, nutritional deficiency, serious threats to the phys- 

ical and mental health of a large part of the population); 

(b) the participation of health administrators and technicians in the physical 

and general planning of towns and major conurbations from the earliest preparatory 

stage; 

(c) proper representation of the health administration in the department of 

ministry responsible for policy in regard to planning and development of urban zones, 

with provision for the competent committees to include specialists in health and 

sanitation; 

l United Nations (1963) T Metropolitan Planning and Development, New York 

(Document ST /TAO /Ser. C/64). 
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(d) allocation of sufficient funds to the health services as essential 

factors in urban investment and over -all national investment; 

(e) close co- ordination between the health services and the other community 

services in towns and their peripheral zones; 

(f) more intensive research into the health and social consequences of 

urbanization, particularly in the case of migrants; 

(g) a balanced health policy for town and country. 

'he technique of planning is now well known and it is usually reflected in the 

various programmes. A plan capable of judiciously guiding the process of 

urbanization must be a carefully considered integration of all the plans comprised in 

that field; it must be continually supplemented, evaluated and where the need arises, 

revised. All towns should be in a position to have their own planning team for 

problems of the environment as well. Thе plan for the development of a town should 

be submitted from time to time to the population in the course of a public debate. 

International co- operation in the field of planning of major cities would also be 

very useful.' Certain elements of such co- operation already exist (United Nations 

Bureau of Social Affairs, ILG, UNESCO and WHO). 

Important though it be, planning is never more than a means. In the last 

analysis, the objective is to achieve maximum short -range and long -range solutions 

to the urbanization problems which our knowledge, studies, surveys and analyses show 

to be most pressing. Some of these problems seem at first sight so huge and complex 

as to be hardly soluble. Nevertheless, our discussions will no doubt have the great 

advantage of providing examples of how such problems are actually being approached and, 

up to a certain point, solved. These examples will include the results of collaboration 

between governments, between institutions,. and between countries belonging to a single 
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geographical grouping, such as has developed throughout Latin America under the 

stimulus and leadership of. the Pan American Sanitary Bureau/WHO Regional Office for 

the Americas, as well as the major environmental improvement programmes and financing 

plans developed by the national authorities or with WHO assistance in organizing 

comprehensive engineering, financial and organizational programmes to provide essential 

water supply, sewerage, drainage and waste -- disposal programmes for countries or major 

urban concentrations. 

Дiе adverse consequences of uncontrolled growth of towns in the past must be ever 

. present to our minds if we wish to be fully responsible participants in the establishment 

of a sound environmental plan for three thousand million additional people who will 

appear on our planet before the year 2000. We wish to prevent such symptoms as 

overcrowding and deterioration of buildings, over- population, bad housing conditions 

and inadequate community services, spread of slums and shanty towns, qualitatively and 

quantitatively inadequate water supplies, almost total absence of facilities for 

removal and disposal of refuse, defective siting, with no protection against floods 

and no drainage, social disruption and juvenile delinquency, crime, morbidity and 

accidents. We must not forget the threats to mankind from air and water pollution, 

chronic poisoning by trace toxins, nervous tension, noise and traffic congestion. axe 

adverse effect of these factors is accentuated in those urban areas where, for one 

reason or another, it has not been possible to apply a progressive plan for the control 

and development of the environment in accordance with the health protection needs of 

a rapidly growing population. 

The planning. of major urban centres in,fact represents an aspiration for the future 

and must take into account the economic and social activities desired, their distribution 

over the zone under consideration, the land to be set aside for them, the buildings, 

installations and facilities constituting the physical environment in which those 
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activities are conducted. Such a plan is also a programme for action, for pre- 

determined co- ordination of the measures envisaged in order to arrive at a particular 

situation corresponding to the model. 

Sound planning means the balanced utilization of land, air, and water and of 

human resources for all purposes. In a major urban centre the objectives of planning 

are, in many respects, identical to those of public health programmes, namely, to 

ensure the physical, mental and social well -being of the population. It is true that 

economic activity, and in particular industrial production, constitutes the very basis 

of modern urban development, but it is also essential to ensure a healthy environment 

so that industrialization may proceed under favourable conditions and the population 

may derive from it all the advantages hoped for. It may be asserted without 

exaggeration that public health experts do not represent a foreign body in the planning 

process but share a joint aim with the planners: that of creating a physical 

environment free from pollution and noise, aesthetically pleasing and allowing each 

individual to live a comfortable, enjoyable and productive life. 

Excellent results have been obtained with high -level planning in the construction 

of towns in Venezuela and Burma (three new towns have been set up around Rangoon, with 

judicious planning of land utilization, communal installations and means of transport, 

thus relieving congestion in the centre of the capital). 

Very modern standards of hygiene are applied on a large scale in the construction 

and reconstruction of towns in the Soviet Union. The theory of protective zones, 

established on scientific principles, is applied there to a large extent in practice. 

There exist in almost all the developed countries examples of sound solutions in the 

development of towns, but they are still only exceptions. Nevertheless, these very 

exceptions prove that under any conditions there exist certain theoretical possibilities 

for a satisfactory solution to the long -range problems of urban development. 
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The task of our technical discussions is to concentrate on the health problems 

produced by urbanization. In the period set aside for the preparation of these 

discussions, the governmental health services of the Member countries of WHO were 

invited to contribute by providing information derived from their own experience. 

Although all the reports have not yet been received by the WHO Secretariat we hope 

they will be used during the discussions in the various working groups. I should like 

to stress that they contain information of high value, without which it would be 

difficult to produce the necessary over -all report on our technical discussions. 

In face of the gravity of the facts and the complexity of the task of combating 

the adverse effects of urbanization on the health of mankind, many of us cannot help 

feeling sceptical at the notion that some degree of success is possible. For in the 

history of our culture there has existed for centuries abundant proof that eminent 

constructors were aware of many of the defects of towns and had discovered effective 

means of remedying them. Starting with Vitruvius we could cite a whole list of names 

and of the excellent results obtained from the application of principles to urban 

construction. After the Italian Alberti, who in the 15th century advocated functional 

division of towns, the separation of unhygienic productive activities from the 

residential zones, and the full -scale development of municipal districts, we might 

mention Filareti, Scamozza, Leonardo da Vinci, Perret and the French, English and 

German utopists who were the first consciously to relate the organization of towns and 

. of human settlements in general to social development, and who considered cities as 

above all a means to enable their inhabitants to live; and finally we could mention 

the projects of Howard and Saazinen, and Le Corbusier with his "cite radieuse". How 

many of these ideas have become a reality? And yet we must not give way to scepticism. 

Man knows how to defend himself and will be able to turn to account some of his means 

of defence. 
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We are initiating a discussion whose aim is to pool our knowledge and combine 

our strength in order to achieve a harmony between the material possibilities for 

exploitation of our planet and its capacity to serve as a dwelling for man. The 

long -term implications of town- planning developments and their influence on the health 

of the inhabitants of this planet should increase our sense of responsibility, for our 

achievements or failures will not become fully apparent during our own generation, but 

only in the next. 

Our generation has played a large part in the extension of the frontiers of our 

knowledge, including knowledge of the relationships between man and his environment. 

The coming generation could never forgive us if, after reaching sound theoretical 

conclusions, we did not take at least the first steps to applying them in practice. 

In closing this introductory address I should like to express my sincere hope that 

each group chairman and each individual participant will realize his responsbility for 

ensuring that the discussions do not dwell unduly on the negative aspects of the 

question, but help to bring out the fact that, difficult as the problem is, the 

"Challenge to Public Health of Urbanization" calls for active intervention by the 

health administrations and offers them an opportunity to improve to a marked degree the 

health conditions of man in cities. 


