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The Regional Committee for Africa at its thirty-eighth 
session and the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean 
at its thirty-fifth session considered the problem of hazardous 
wastes. The latter requested the World Health Assembly to 
consider particularly the problems posed by the transfer of 
hazardous wastes from industrialized countries to developing 
countries. The former called for action to develop and 
strengthen programmes for dealing with the hazardous waste 
situation. This document reviews the current situation and 
emphasizes possible effects on health, discusses solutions, 
provides information on the action being taken at national and 
international levels including the activities of WHO to deal with 
the problem, and sets forth proposals for increased national and 
international action by the health sector. 
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I. BACKGROUND 

1. Hazardous waste has become an important environmental and human health problem in 
many areas of the world, and there is great concern for the future if it is not properly 
addressed. The possible consequences of mismanagement of hazardous waste range from 
short-term acute hazards, such as workers' exposure during handling, to long-term 
hazards - the contamination of air, water, soil or food due to mishandling, storage or 
disposal of such wastes. The rapid pace of industrialization will necessitate careful 
attention to hazardous wastes for decades to come. The growth of the chemical industry 
is a good indicator of this； every year 700 to 1000 new chemical compounds join the 
90 000 already in commercial use, of which some 4000 account for 99.9% of the total 
production volume. Keeping account of the potential effects of all these chemicals and 
their production wastes on the environment and on health is a daunting task. There is no 
doubt that hazardous waste management warrants the increased attention of the health 
sector the world over. 

2. The problem has several dimensions. One of the most crucial aspects is the 
discovery and cleaning-up of abandoned hazardous waste dumps, many dating back decades. 
Another is the changing nature of the menace； with the development of new chemical 
products, new sources of waste are created. Regulatory authorities must constantly 
update their legislation in order to control the spread of potentially dangerous wastes 
and their effects on the environment and human health. Another important aspect is the 
transfrontier movement and disposal of hazardous wastes； their transfer to the 
developing world has received much attention. While some progress is being made with 
respect to all of these concerns, much remains to be done. 

3. The Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean at its thirty-fifth session in 
October 1988 considered the problem. In resolution EM/RC35/R.4 inter alia it requested 
the World Health Assembly to consider the matter, particularly the problems posed by the 
transfer of hazardous wastes from industrialized countries to developing countries with 
little regard for the safety of local populations. The Regional Committee for Africa at 
its thirty-eighth session also addressed the problem of the "Control of disposal of toxic 
and nuclear wastes for health protection in Africa" (resolution AFR/RC38/R8). It called 
for action by governments and WHO to develop and strengthen their programmes for dealing 
with the situation. 

4. This document reviews the situation and emphasizes the effects on health that 
hazardous wastes can have. It also discusses available technical and administrative 
solutions and provides information on the action being taken at national and 
international levels to deal with the problem, including the current and planned 
activities of WHO. Lastly, it sets forth a number of proposals for increased action by 
the health sector nationally and internationally to deal with this important health 
problem. 

II. HAZARDOUS WASTES AND THEIR IMPACT ON HEALTH 

5. Hazardous wastes are part of the overall pollution problem which cannot be divorced 
from the general mismanagement of the environment that is evident in many countries. The 
problem is particularly complex - technically and administratively - as indicated by the 
series of still unresolved issues ranging from lack of agreed definitions on what 
constitutes hazardous wastes and paucity of reliable information regarding "safe" 
exposure levels, to the best methods for their minimization, treatment, cleaning-up and 
control. The following is a brief review of the current state of these and other aspects 
of hazardous wastes. 

Hazardous wastes and their sources 

6. The term "hazardous waste(s)" refers to chemical, petrochemical and other industrial 
wastes which, because of their characteristics, can cause significant hazards to human 
health or the environment when wrongly handled, treated, stored, transported or disposed 


