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1 

Environmental pollution can be defined as a departure from the 

ecological balance that must exist between man and his environment in 

order to ensure well-being. Environmental health implies the restoration 
1 of that balance. 

Pollution can present itself in several forms and can affect air. 

water and soil. There is no need to be an expert to recognize some of 

these forms. The first awareness of air pollution, for example, is 

through limited visibility. smell, damage to vegetation, deterioration 
2 of materials or effects on man. Pollution from noise is easily detect-

able. Rivers that are repulsive and stinking, fisheries destroyed, 

water supplies no longer as acceptable as they used to be, beaches once 

attractive now repellent and unhygienic are a tangible consequence of 
3 water pollution. Garbage strewn on the ground, providing favourable 

breeding conditions for flies and shelter and food for rodents, is an 

apparent form of soil pollution. 

/Other forms of ••• 

~nd Hlth Org. techno Rep. Ser. , 1970, 439. 
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Other forms of pollution are more difficult to discern. Clear water, 

for example, can harbour disease germs; contaminated food may look and 

taste appetizing; houses with sub-standard sanitary facilities may look 

attractive; soil and plants contaminated by pesticides can look unaffected 

and healthy; public places and conveyances which appear adequate when in 

light use may become dangerous when overcrowded at peak times. 

All aspects of pollution of the environment are correlated with 

health. For some of them, epidemiological evidence gathered over many 

years has established a definite cause-effect relationship. For others, 

the effects are more subtle and extensive study is still required to find 

a meaningful relationship with man's health. 

Pollution of the biological type which affects water and food 

quality for instance, will 'remain the main problem of environmental 

health in most developing countries for many years to come, whereas it 

has been largely offset in the more affluent countries. The latter, 

however, are facing acute problems of environmental pollution caused 
1 mainly by chemical and physical contaminants. Even in the developing 

countries, there are or there will be limited areas where overcrowding 

through the phenomenon of urbanization or uncontrolled industrial 

development tend to create po1lutiona1 problems of the more sophisticated 

kind. 

2 ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS 

Even if technically pOSSible, the elimination of pollution would be 

prohibitively expensive. One should talk therefore in terms of control, 

which can aim at preventing excessive amounts of pollution or at reducing 

existing pollution. Even with this reduced scope, control is not an 

attractive proposition because it implies spending money to get rid of 

waste products rather than to acquire usable ones. But any environment 

has limited resources, the demand for which has a tendency to increase. 

land their extraction ••• 

~ld B1th Org. techno Rep. Ser., 1970, ~. 
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and their extraction and use become more difficult when the waste products 

of human activities are improperly disposed of. 

A satisfactory dispersion of pollution can be achieved by the process 

of dilution, if the introduction of limited amounts of contaminants in a 

sufficiently large volume of dilutant has little or no effect on the 

quality of the whole. Overall increases in population aggravated by its 

overconcentration in urban areas, creates an increase in human activities 

and resulting waste products, with a negative effect on diluting capa

bilities. The reserve of unspoiled environment which is available as 

dilutant shrinks and consequently the effects of pollution become more 

pronounced. 

In some areas of the world, the environment has already gone beyond 

acceptable pollutional impairment. In such cases, to prevent additional 

contamination and to reduce existing loads have just as much economic 

justification as to increase the production of those commodities which 

make up the gross national product of a country. On the other hand, 

remedial measures are very expensive because there is no longer any 

flexibility in phasing them over a long period of time. 

In other areas, the environment still retains a large part of its 

dilutionsl properties. Therefore, any investment in the present in order 

to safeguard the state of the environment is directed more towards future 

than immediate benefits. The question is how much pollution should be 

allowed now, without compromising the future environmental balance. This 

leads to seeking an optimal solution based on the two variables of 

environmental quality and expenditures necessary to preserve it, and a 

functional classification of receiving media. 

If a national policy exists to devote the greatest part of a country's 

efforts to investment for economic development, industries are usually 

given preferential incentives at least in the initial years. In these 

cases, it would be politically unacceptable to impose upon them very 

stringent measures for the control of the pollution caused by their waste 

/products ••• 
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products. On the other hand. if they are left completely free not only 

to pollute the environment but also to locate themselves without regard 

to dilutional possibilities. expenditures for corrective ~asures in the 

future would become staggering. 

A logical approach is to study the problem in all its implications 

and to look for the best solution or groups of solutions giving proper 

weight to present and future health and economic considerations. 

3 F~SPONSIBILITIES 

From the economic standpoint. pollution means a depletion of avail

able resources in quality or in quantity; from the health standpoint. it 

means a real or potential danger. 

All human endeavours are. or should be. eventually directed at man 
, 

himself. The improvement of man's situation in terms of material earnings 

is a false gain when it is accompanied by a worsening of his health. 

Health considerations, therefore. should have priority recognition in 

dealing with the problem of environmental pollution. 

In the formulation of control programmes, these basic questions 

should be answered: (a) how much should be done, (b) how should it be 

done. (c) who should do it. 

(a) How much should be done depends on the existing situation 

and on an accurate forecast of future developments. The r~le of the 

technical personnel is to present clear and accurate information on 

several alternative courses available, and realistic forecasts of what 

benefits and damages each alternative will produce. This viII enable 

the decision-makers to choose a course and establish a policy. 

(b) How should it be done. again would vary with the individual 

situation. Possible elements would include a baseline survey; the 

establishment of monitoring programmes; the study of acceptable limits 

of quality for different parameters of the environment; the promulgation 

of ordinances to give legal meaning to the quality standards; the 

/evaluation of results ... 

--~ . 
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evaluation of results achieved in operational programmes; and the 

institution of an enforcement system. Concurrently, research programmes 

should be initiated or intensified to throw more light on the effects 

of pollution upon human, animal and plant health. Research, however, 

should not hinder or delay action, especially when time plays an 

important role. 

(c) Who should do it. This question has two aspects, as it asks 

which government agencies should be responsible for pollution control 

programmes and what personnel is needed to staff these agencies. Since 

health considerations have paramount importance, it is suggested that 

health agencies should be instrumental in the promotion of anti

pollutional programmes and in setting standards of quality. In some 

countries of the Western Pacific Region, health agencies have taken on 

more extensive responsibilities, involving themselves in the preparation 

of draft ordinances and also their enforcement. l •2 

On the other hand, the effects of pollution are far-reaching in 

nature and in time and. therefore. any programme destined to the improve

ment of the environment should be worked out together by many agencies 

and should also include representation from the private sector and the 

general public. An inter-agency authority with representatives from all 

interests involved would be the most effective organism to serve as 
3 advisory body to the policy-makers. It goes without saying that the 

health agency should be strongly represented. The authority should be 

/concerned with ••• 

~ashimoto. M. (1969) Air pollution and health effects study in 
Japan. Geneva (Mimeographed working paper, Meeting of Directors of the 
~mo International Reference Centre on Air Pollution and Collaborating 
Laboratories. Geneva. 6-10 October 1969). 

~urphy, R.P. (1969) Air pollution control in New South Wales. 
Geneva (Mimeographed working paper, Meeting of Directors of the ~1H0 
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concerned with broad environmental health planning, and in order to 

avoid overlapping and duplication of efforts, it should cO-ordinate 

timing of actions and be aware of the necessity for exchanging 

information. The implementation of the various programme activities 

is a technical function which would be handled at governmental level and 

by those agencies which are best suited for the purpose. 

As for the staff involved in environmental pollution' control 

programmes, the diversity of the problems and sciences in~olved require 

that professional and sub-professional people of different skills be 

employed. In addition to specialized technical experts, generalists 

would also be needed to impart a broader conception to the overall 

programme as well as administrators to ensure proper programme manage

ment. It is a requirement that any proposal for an overall attack on 

the pollution of the environment should include a strong training 

component. 

In the field of engineering, the traditional "sanitary engineer" 

is giving way to the "environmental engineer" who is conversant with 

the application of engineering prinCiples to the control,'modification 

or adaptation of the .physical, chemical and biological fattors of the 

environment in the interest of man's health, comfort and social well

being. This professional should be trained to think in terms of water, 

air and land resources rather thank in terms of limited health needs. l 

4 PROGRAl1ME OF THE EUROPEAN REGION 

The WHO Regional Office for Europe has recently proposed to its 

Regional Committee a long-term programme for environmenta~ pollution 
2 

control. As stated in the relevant document, this represents a 

/continuation and 

~ld Hlth Org. techno Rep. Ser., 1967, 376. 

2Unpubl1shed document EUR/RCI9/l0, "Long-term programme for environ
mental pollution control", prepared for the nineteenth session of the WHO 
Regional Committee for Europe, held in Budapest, 9-13 September 1969. 
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continuation and an extension o.f regional office activities which had 

been conducted during the previous fifteen years and had always received 

the support of Member countries because of the very extensive damage to 

the environment which was occurring in the Region at an increasingly fast 

pace. 

Previous activities had included seminars, symposia and conferences 

on specific po11utiona1 questions and also a limited amount of technical 

assistance. The present programme aims at improving the quality and 

amount of information on environmental pollution and health; advocates 

improved methods for measurement of pollution and of environmental 

quality; and aims to establish realistic criteria and guides for 

environmental quality. The magnitude of the problem and the need for 

highly-qualified staff also call for a large education and training 

programme of specialists in different fields of environmental pollution 

control. 

The guiding principle of the programme is that the work will be 

done by the countries themselves with the full co-operation and continuous 

guidance of the Regional Office. The latter will have the function of 

planning and evaluating the programme as a whole, with the advice of 

working groups of outstanding speCialists in the field 0f environmental 

pollution. 

5 PROPOSAL FOR THE WESTE~l PACIFIC REGION 

The Western Pacific Regional Office has already directed efforts 

to the prevention of environmental pollution, but they have mainly been 

focused upon specific problems. Consultants have been sent, on govern

ment request, to assess water pollution, air pollution and noise problems, 

and to recommend on solid waste management and food sanitation, but 

there has not yet been an integrated approach to the broad aspects of 

the protection of the environment. The same situation has prevailed in 

the field of training. Seminars and courses have dealt with particular 

laspects of ••• 
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aspects of conservation of quality or prevention of pollution but not with 

the full range of environmental health activities. 

Not enough background information has been collected or consultation 

with Member countries has taken place to enable the Regional Office to 

submit at a short notice a programme in this field. Preparatory action. 

however, should start now and it is hoped that the support of all Member 

countries will be forthcoming. 

It is foreseen that some of the more industrialized and economically 

prosperous countries of the Region wiil be interested in slanting the 

overall programme in a different way to countries Where industrialization 

and a high standard of living are yet a distant goal. 

Based upon the reactions of the Regional Committee to ,the topic 

under discussion, our proposal is to recruit a consultant in 1971 to 

make a general survey of the environmental conditions of the Region in 

order to define the nature and extent of pollutional problems and the 

order of priority in which governments should classify them. The 

consultant wouid also take a general look at institutional and legisla

tive structures in the field of environmental control, especially in 

those countries where there are already a significant number of activities 

in this field. 

As a next step a regional seminar would be convened, probably in 

1973, to discuss and publicize the·findings of the previous consultant

ship. 

On the basis of the conclusions of the seminar, a preliminary 

regional programme in environmental pollution control coul~ be developed, 

stressing that a long-range approach will help to stake out the areas of 

concern and co-ordinate activities among national and international 

agencies in order to prevent duplication and waste of efforts. The 

formulation of the preliminary regional programme would require the 

assistance of a team of high-level consultants, probably i~ 1974. 

/Member count~ies ••• 
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Member countries of the Region will be allowed ample time to study 

the document and make the necessary comments before the initial programme 

activities are put into operation. 


