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A Report by the Director-General 

Introduction 

This report is submitted in accordance w i t h paragraph 3 of resolution W H A 2 7 . 3 0 , which 

requested the Director-General to report to the fifty-fifth session of the Executive Board and 

the Twenty-eighth World Health Assembly on the implications of the World Population Conference 

and of the actions taken thereon by the Economic and Social Council and the General A s s e m b l y 

of the United N a t i o n s for the work of the World H e a l t h O r g a n i z a t i o n . 

Background information 

The third World Population Conference was a unique event in that it was the first to be 

held at intergovernment level and the first international conference of governments to discuss 

population policies； the two previous o n e s , which were held in Rome in 1954 and in Belgrade 

in 1965, were scientific meetings of experts• 

It will be recalled that paragraph 6 of resolution W H A 2 6 . 4 9 expressed the hope that 

ministries of health would participate actively in the Conference in order to reflect the 

important role of h e a l t h programmes and research in these undertakings； the Director-General 

brought this resolution to the attention of M e m b e r S t a t e s , and it is interesting to report 

that in the p r o v i s i o n a l register 102 delegations were n a m e d , of which 19 were led by m e m b e r s 

of m i n i s t r i e s of health and 48 contained representatives or advisers from such m i n i s t r i e s . 

The scientific and technical inputs to this the third Conference were achieved through 

four United N a t i o n s interregional Symposia: (i) Population and Development - C a i r o , June 1973； 

(ii) Population and the Family - H o n o l u l u , August 1973; (iii) Population, R e s o u r c e s and 

Environment - S t o c k h o l m , September 1973； (iv) Population and Human Rights - A m s t e r d a m , 

January 1974. Participants in these activities were well-known experts in the relevant 

disciplines w h o participated in their own individual capacities and not as government represen-

t a t i v e s . The reports of these Symposia formed four of the five basic Conference documents and 

were used as reference m a t e r i a l by the Plenary and three Committees in B u c h a r e s t . The fifth 

basic document was the draft of the World Population Plan of A c t i o n , which had been prepared 

by an A d v i s o r y Expert C o m m i t t e e . 

The World H e a l t h Organization w a s m u c h involved in the preparatory and supportive 

activities of the C o n f e r e n c e , participating as follows : 

(a) The Organization was represented at all four United Nations Symposia, for which 

six background papers were prepared : (i) Health and Family Planning; (ii) Health A s p e c t s 

of Population Trends and Prospects; (iii) H e a l t h Trends and Prospects 1950-2000; 

(iv) Health and Human Rights; (v) Deterioration of the Environment and Population; 

(vi) Research on the Biomedical Aspects of Fertility Regulation and on the Operational 

A s p e c t s of Family Planning P r o g r a m m e s . 
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These papers were later selected by the United Nations Population Commission, the inter-

governmental body responsible for the preparatory activities for the Conference, for circula-

tion to governments• 

� ( b ) The Organization was represented at the three meetings of the Advisory Expert 

； Committee responsible for preparing the draft World Population Plan of Action； also at 

the special sessions of the United Nations Commission on Population, at which the drafts 

were considered. It conveyed detailed comments on each draft of the Plan of Action to 

the United Nations secretariat responsible for their collation. 

(c) Two interregional meetings were held by WHO: the first in Lima, Peru, in February 

1974, the purpose being to bring together a group of experts to review and update one 

of W H O
f

 s Conference Background Papers - Health Aspects of Population Trends and Prospects 

The second meeting, which was held in the Western Pacific Regional Office, Manila, in 

July 1974, discussed health and family planning, and was conducted in two parts: 

primarily senior public health administrators considered the health components of the 

draft World Population Plan of Action and their implications for national health 

administrations； immediately following this activity, ministers of health and other 

decision-makers met for a day and a half with the participants of the first part of the 

meeting to draw up recommendations regarding modifications to the World Population Plan 

of Action; these were circulatéd to governments at the Conference. 

(d) At the time of the Conference, the World Health Organization and UNICEF established 

an exhibit in Bucharest. This took the form of a rural health unit, the purpose being 

to bring to the attention of the delegates the use of health auxiliaries in the delivery 

of family health care in rural areas in developing countries. This theme of rural 

development was much in keeping with the mood and recommendations of the Conference. 

Contained within the exhibit were job descriptions and curricula of various types of 

auxiliaries, such as auxiliary nurse/midwife, auxiliary sanitarian, auxiliary medical 

assistant； UNICEF kits utilized by such staff were also displayed. There was a 

supportive graphic and photographic display indicating referral systems, supervision, 

work in the field, the relative coverage achieved by and costs of the various parts of 

the health system of a country arranged in hierarchical levels from national hospitals 

to the remote village health w o r k e r . 

(e) In view of the importance of the Conference to the Organization, the Director-

General sent a team of staff members led by the Deputy Director-General to cover all the 

working sessions, the media and the WHo/uNICEF exhibit. 

The organization of the Conference 

His Excellency Mr George Macovercu of Romania was elected President of the Conference, 

and 31 vice-presidents were appointed. 

The Conference consisted of five working parts : 

1. The Plenary, which considered ’
,

Recent Population Trends and Future Prospects". 

2 . Committee I, which considered "Population Change and Economic and Social Development". 

3 . Committee II, which considered "Population, Resources and the Environment". 

4 . Committee III, which considered "Population and the Family". 

5 . A Working Group, which considered "The Draft World Population Plan of A c t i o n " . 
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The Plenary and the three Committees operated in a very similar fashion: officially 

prepared country statements regarding national policies and situations concerning the specific 

subject in hand were p r e s e n t e d . Discussions then led to the formulation of resolutions, for 

final adoption by the Plenary (copies of those of interest to the Organization are attached 

as A n n e x I
1

) . Specially prepared technical background documents were available, including 

the report of the appropriate United Nations Symposium. 

The Working Group had placed before it for finalization the draft World Population Plan 

of A c t i o n , which had been circulated to all governments in May 1974. 

The Conference 

The Conference ended with the adoption of the World Population Plan of Action by consensus 

of all governments present (a copy is attached as Annex I I
1

) . This document, the explicit 

aim of which is to help coordinate population trends and those of socioeconomic development, 

must be considered an important component of the system of international strategies and an 

initiative of the international community aimed at the promotion of socioeconomic development 

and the enhancement of the quality of life of all peoples. It should be seen in the light of 

the International Development Strategy for the Second United Nations Development Decade and 

the declaration on the establishment of a new international economic order, and the Programme 

of Action to achieve it, adopted by the Sixth Special Session of the United Nations General 

A s s e m b l y . Other related instruments include the United Nations World Plan of Action for the 

Application of Science and Technology to Development, the Programme of Concerted Action for 

the Advancement of W o m e n , and the findings of the World Food Conference held in Rome from 

5 to 16 November 1974. The World Population Plan of Action will also be closely related to 

the results of the Conference of the Women's Year in 1975 and the Conference on Human Settle-

ments in 1976. 

The importance of this Conference and its significance for the United Nations system as 

a whole can perhaps best be judged from the fact that the six primary issues, identified by 

the Secretary-General of the United Nations in his opening address as requiring immediate 

world attention, namely poverty, food supplies, energy distribution, military expenditure, 

monetary systems, and population growth rates, are reflected in either the recommendations and 

resolutions of the Conference or in the World Population Plan of A c t i o n . The Conference, 

with these issues in m i n d , was oriented to an holistic approach to more rapid socioeconomic 

development, particularly in the Third W o r l d . Population questions were not considered in 

isolation but as part of the complex set of problems presently besetting m a n k i n d . Emphasis 

was placed on the fact that improvements in the quality of life and freedom from want for the 

basic necessities were vital elements to the creation of a suitable climate of social security 

needed for changing attitudes. A particular area of social change which received m u c h 

attention was that of rural development and agrarian reform； this is seen in both the World 

Population Plan of Action and in the resolutions from the First and Third Committees which 

were adopted by the Conference in P l e n a r y . These documents have considerable implications 

regarding future involvement of the United Nations system, including W H O . 

One of the general objectives set by the World Population Plan of Action was "To encourage 

the development and good management of appropriate education, training, research, information 

and family health services, as well as statistics" in support of the other principles and 

objectives. Both the World Population Plan of Action and the resolutions contain numerous 

direct references to health and the need for action, particularly to reduce maternal and infant 

morbidity and mortality; to develop primary health care services to cover the rural areas； 

to improve environmental health; to control or eradicate infectious diseases and malnutrition; 

to develop adequate professional and auxiliary health manpower and to undertake research in 

these a r e a s . 

1

 Distributed only to members of the Executive B o a r d . 
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It might be useful to highlight the most pertinent paragraphs for the World Health 

Organization of the World Population Plan of Action, as follows : 

Paragraph 5:
 M

. . . many developing countries consider reduction of mortality, and particularly 

reduction of infant mortality, to be one of the most important and urgent goals". 

Paragraph 12 refers to "health programmes for the elderly". 

Paragraph 14(f) : the right of couples "to decide freely and responsibly the number and spacing 

of their children and to have the information, education and means to do so". 

Paragraph 14(g) : "The family is the basic unit of society and should be protected by appro-

priate legislation and policy." 

Paragraph 15(c) refers again to morbidity and mortality. 

Paragraph 15(h) : "To encourage the development and good management of appropriate . . . family 

health services.
 f

' 

Paragraphs 20 to 26: This section is headed "Morbidity and Mortality", and has major implica-

tions for W H O . It again refers to the urgent need for reduction in maternal and infant 

mortality; for reduction of involuntary sterility; for eradication or control of infectious 

and parasitic diseases and malnutrition; for special attention to be given to improving 

health, nutrition and related social services, especially in rural areas and underprivileged 

groups. 

Paragraphs 27 to 43 cover "Reproduction, family formation and the status of women" and are of 

major interest to W H O . Reference is made here to the need to increase health manpower and 

health facilities and their level of effectiveness. Attention is also focused on the use of 

auxiliary health workers； integration of family planning services into general health services, 

as well as to a number of other health-related matters. 

Paragraph 69 is of special interest in view of the statement ’
,

The investment by nations in 

the health and education of their citizens contributes substantially to productivity , � . 
"Consequently plans for economic and social development . . . should emphasize the health and 

education sectors." 

Paragraphs 71 to 80 highlight the importance of research; health matters are referred to in 

78(c), 78(i), 78(j) and 78(k)； these refer respectively to reduction of maternal and infant 

mortality, improvement of existing and new methods of fertility regulation, evaluation of the 

impact of different methods of family planning on health, patterns of family formation and 

health, and treatment of and causes of sterility. 

Paragraph 83 deals with health manpower development. 

Paragraph 101 requests the "competent legislative and policy making bodies of the specialized 

agencies . . . to give careful consideration to this Plan of Action and to ensure an appro-

priate response to it". 

In paragraph 105 UNFPA has been urged, with the cooperation of the organizations concerned, to 

produce a guide for international assistance in population matters which would be made 

available to recipient countries. 

In paragraph 108 the World Population Plan of Action also recommends that a comprehensive 

appraisal of progress towards achieving the recommendations should be undertaken every five 

years by the United Nations system. The first such review is to be held in 1979, and will 

be reviewed by the Economic and Social Council with the objective of making appropriate 

modifications. 
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All organizations of the United Nations system are committed to such developmental pro-

grammes with emphasis on rural areas, as is envisaged in the World Population Plan of A c t i o n . 

It was clear that the recommendations for action and the resolutions arising from the 

World Population Conference are fundamental and complementary to WHO's programme and contain 

considerable implications for future deep involvement of the Organization. 

The Director-General believed early follow-up action was necessary to further strengthen 

the Organization to assist countries to develop and implement their own programmes in these 

areas. To this end regional offices and WHO representatives have been kept fully informed of 

the outcome of the Conference in order to be able to move more readily with the countries in 

identifying needs and possible new resources. A l s o , as those sectors of socioeconomic develop-

ment associated with rural improvement are of vital interest to a number of United Nations 

bodies and specialized agencies, exchanges of views on these subjects are being undertaken in 

order to search out the means as to how the United Nations system could go ahead together, and 

to identify implications and plan for concerted a c t i o n . 

The report presented under provisional agenda item 2.8 - Promotion of National Health 

Services - places emphasis on primary health care, of which family health forms the core, and 

indicates ways and means of implementing programmes at the country level which will alleviate 

the problem areas mentioned. Both the emphasis and the approaches suggested are fully con-

sistent with the recommendations of the World Population Plan of Action and the resolutions 

of the World Population Conference. 

It is clear that in view of the magnitude of the problems and the paucity of national 

resources to meet them, considerable expansion of international cooperation and assistance 

will be required to implement the Plan of Action, which will also require additional resources. 

The Economic and Social Council and the General Assembly will be considering these 

decisions of the Conference at their forthcoming sessions, and the Director-General will report 

on their discussions to the Executive Board and the World Health A s s e m b l y . 

The Director-General considers that the Conference was a significant event for national 

health authorities and the Organization, and would welcome the comments and suggestions of 

the Board for further practical action at all levels. 


