
Introducing health to a 
city~ multiple settings 

A more marketable aroma 
Puttering around her dry goods sta ll , Lcan 
laugh about the days when her shirts, fabric 
and other merchandise smelled like meat. 

"I was stuck between a grocery stall and 
a meat stall," she says. 

But that was before almost everything 
else in her city changed. 

"We were really pitifu l back then. Every-

thing smelled bad, there was so much litter, 
and no order in thi s market," she explai ns, 
while frowning at the memory. 

Today the clothes she se lls have a more 
marketable aroma. 

Proper zoning has placed her stall near 
other dry goods and far away from the meat, 
fish and other wet products in the market. 

Zoni ng was simply a common-sense 
policy by the city government. Yet it was that 
sensible and organized approach to doing 
things, which had seemed alien before, that 
made a difference. 
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A city overwhelmed 
Lis like many other residents of expanding 
cities elsewhere in the world. She grew up 
in what was once a less complicated place 
originally built for a much smaller popu la
tion . But as the growth of the population and 
the rise of industries began to overwhelm the 
city 's services and infrastructure. the quality 
of life plummeted. 

The lack of sanitation and other environ
mental problems threatened the residents' 
health. Crime was out of control. Schools. 
hospitals. and even jai ls were overcrowded . 
dirty. and lacking in basic supplies and 
facilities . 

4 

The city's politica l leaders were too 
beholden to vested interests to take bold 
steps to improve public services and reorient 
the local government to respond to changing 
times. 

lis market was a microcosm of her city's 
ills. Not only did her merchandise not smell 
like dry goods, but the entire market seemed 
hazardous to health . Food sanitation barely 
existed. the grounds regularly flooded, and 
even petty crime was on the rise. Business 

A city overwhelmed 
Lis like many other residents of expanding 
cities elsewhere in the world. She grew up 
in what was once a less complicated place 
originally built for a much smaller popu la
tion . But as the growth of the population and 
the rise of industries began to overwhelm the 
city 's services and infrastructure. the quality 
of life plummeted. 

The lack of sanitation and other environ
mental problems threatened the residents' 
health. Crime was out of control. Schools. 
hospitals. and even jai ls were overcrowded . 
dirty. and lacking in basic supplies and 
facilities . 

4 

The city's politica l leaders were too 
beholden to vested interests to take bold 
steps to improve public services and reorient 
the local government to respond to changing 
times. 

lis market was a microcosm of her city's 
ills. Not only did her merchandise not smell 
like dry goods, but the entire market seemed 
hazardous to health . Food sanitation barely 
existed. the grounds regularly flooded, and 
even petty crime was on the rise. Business 



was bad. And the local politicians back then 
didn't care. 

lis daily activities involved a litany of 
miseries. Taking her ch ildren to school was 
a form of torture, as she had to expose her 
family to turtle-paced traffic through heavily 
polluted air. Once in school , her children 
wou ld complain of a lack of water for wash 
ing and flushing, too many students in each 
classroom, and trash strewn about the 
school grounds. The stench of unflushed 
toilets would waft into the classrooms. 

lis,husband C - who worked with a local 
cooperative-commuted to work but his 
route passed through squatter communities 
along the city 's river where the police dared 
not roam.Cwas even robbed once when he 
had to wa lk home from work at night. 
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A new beginning 
Their lives in the city had gotten so bad that 
Land C were seriously talking about aban
doning all that they had worked for and 
moving away, back to Us rural hometown 
to start allover again. I 

Then something happened. A new mayor 
inexperienced in traditional politics was 
elected and he did something that all the 
previous mayors had not done. He had 
serious discussions with groups of residents 
from many walks of life. He asked them about 
their problems. He solicited suggestions for 
solutions. From all these consultations, the 
mayor decided to focus on the people's 
health and safety, knowing that in meeting 
these basic needs, many other needs would 
be satisfied. He realized that the road to 
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improved public health could not be paved 
without improving environmental conditions 

along the way. The health of the local 
environment could not be separated from 
the health of the local residents. The mayor 
concluded that people in cities like his were 
not so poor as much as they were simply 
unorganized. So he used the power of his 
office to organize. He tapped the expertise 
of doctors and health workers but involved 
non-health personnel as well. He formed 
committees that would tackle health needs 
in each setting- schools, hospitals, work
places, marketplaces, even the local prison. 
The committees identified priority problems 
and discussed ways of mobilizing resources 
to address them. 
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A healthier marketplace 
Port Moresb~ Papua New Guinea 

O pen food markets are lively, colourful places where 
the areas produce, and often local culture, are on 
display. 

But they can also be dangerous settings. In 
Gardons Market, Port Moresby, consumers were 
afraid of spending too much time shopping and ex
posing themselves to a risk of robbery and assault 
from "roving rascals". Typically. food meant to be 
frozen were sold from cartons stored under the hot 
sun; hordes of mes were brushed away from fish and 
meat displayed in the open; water for washing was 
scanty as many taps had been stolen and others were 
broken; toilet blocks were used for defecation, but 
faeces were still all over the floor; rubbish remained 
uncollected for extended periods; flooding created 
filthy grounds; and market cleaning staff were at high 

risk of disease because of a lack of protective cloth
ing and equipment. 

The community's politicians heard the 
communitys concerns and established a healthy 
marketplaces comminee to address the stakeholders' 
health concerns. Such a comminee was made pos
sible by the governments and health authorities' 
commitment to the Healthy Islands concept and by 
their previous inter-agency activities aimed at mak
ing a broad group of people aware of the benefits of 
such a healthy settings approach . The local 
authorities then got involved and the Deputy (ity 
Manager realized the potential benefits to the 
broader community of establishing Gordons Market 
as a healthy marketplace and a model healthy 
setting for the rest of the city to follow. 

The local authorities, healthy marketplace 
committee, the markers management and the 
vendors collaborated to create a marketplace that 
was free of flooding through improved paving and 
drainage. Food was bener protected by fly screens, 
and the illegal sale of high-risk foods was no longer 
permitted. 

More efficient waste disposal and removal was 
introduced; cleaners were provided protective gear; 
toilets were cleaned up and maintained; and water 
supply was improved. The second-hand clothing 
stalls in the old market opposite the Gordons Market 
were removed and the area improved. The security 
in the market improved as a result of this step and as 
a result of bener fencing. 

Since then, the number of vendors and consum
ers using Gordons Market has increased to its full 
capacity. Its been a godsend for consumers craving 
convenience, cleanliness and safety. The dreaded 
"roving rascals" rove the market no more and 
the legitimate vendors can finally ply their goods in 
peace. 
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Re-engineering a city for health 
L,the market vendor, sat in the comm ittee on 
marketplaces. Her husband C participated in 
the "healthy schools" committee. From the 
start, all the committees were concerned with 

two main approaches to improving health : 
health protection , which involved the "physi
cal engineering" aspect of environmental 
health; and health promotion, the "social 
engineering" component that stressed the 
bigger picture of public health- local cultu re, 
sustainable li ve lihoods, and the situation 
of women . 

"We wanted to restore order where there 

places committee 's priority. That was why 
they designed a way to divide the market into 

zones. One result was her dry merchandise 
smelling like clothes and not like meat or 
fish . 

But that was only the start of the physical 
re-engineering. Drainage was improved 
so that it no longer flooded in the market. 
Proper sanitation thereafter became a fact of 
daily life. Electric fans were insta lled on the 
cei ling so that working even in the market's 
deep interior became tolerable. 

was chaos," L said , in naming her market- -.,-, 

8 

Sanitation is the foundation of food safety. This public 
market undergoes weekly flushing with high-powered hoses . 
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Then the committee became more ambi 

tious and dreamed of a food laboratory for 

the market itself, to ensure the safety of the 

wet goods. For this project, they had to ask 

for a special budget from the mayor 's office, 

which saw it as a business investment as 

well as a sa fe ty measure. Eventuall y, the 

mayor thought, a food laboratory would pay 

for itself in the form of better bu siness. And it 

did. Consumers from outside the city began 

to buy their food from the market because of 

the clean li ness and the confidence they had 

in the safety of the merchandise. 

At the slightest suspicion of spoiled meat 

or fish, cu stomers and vendors would take 

samples to the laboratory for testing. 

A healthy marketplace is camplete with a (ood sa(ety 
laboratory, such as this one in Marikina, Philippines. 

Health-promoting schools 
Ha Tinh and Hai Phong, Vietnam 

In Ha Tinh and Hai Phong, Vietnam the lotus Rower 
is not just a symbol of beauty but an emblem for 
a healthy future. 

In training sessions in these two cities. the 
lotus Rower is used as a teaching aid to show the 
four key elements of a health-promoting school: 
ski lls-based health education, health services, physi
cal infrastructure, and health policy 

While teachers, parents and health workers 
have been directly involved in all four elements, the 
community is seen as the base of the lotus Rower. 
This WHO-funded demonstration project is a com
bination of health promotion and health protection 
activities, including strengthening the health com
ponem of the school curricula, the construction of 
more latrines and toilets, poster and drawing 
competitions, improved lighting, and the planting 
of school gardens. 

School community action plans have been 
guided by WHOs "Guidelines for implementing 
health~promotjng schools," which have been 
translated into Vietnamese. 
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Phys ica l engineering fed into the city 's 

efforts at socia l engineer ing. The quality 

standa rds in the market rose, and vendors 

began to expect noth ing less. As reven ues 

increased, the vendors w ho were mostly 

women acquired new inf luence in the city. 

They carried around the pride of being 

assoc ia ted wi th a state-of- the- art market

place. They poli ced thei r ow n ranks, using 

peer pressure to make others conform so that 

the standards they set w ould not be lowered 

by a few v io lato rs. For the incorrig ibles, there 
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A different kind of jail 
Marikina City, Philippines 

Located in an ordinary-looking building near the 
centre of the city is a haven for suspected criminals. 
This is Marikinas city jail, a place without barbed 

was another committee that imposed fi nes 

and other pena lties. Out of the chaos came 

not only order, but profits. 

For C , the motivation was not better 

business but a bette r future for his children. 

T he healthy schoo ls committee, on w hich 

he sa t as a member, took stock of the h igh 

absentee ism and the low test scores of the 

ci ty's publi c school pupi ls. Tack ling the 

problems of the school s was a big job, so 

they wanted to start by doi ng something 

fa irl y simple, and it had to have in sta nt 

impact . 

wire, high walls, and the stench often associated 
with detention facilities elsewhere. Its well-guarded 
so theres little chance of escape. But its also a clean, 
bright place where even the food is considered 
decent. 

"I'd rather be here than in a regUlar prison," says 
ArnOld, who is awaiting trial for a drug charge. 

It is part of this citys effort to create healthy 
settings in almost every public facility. even in the 
traditionally neglected local jail. In many other places 
in the Philippines and in the Western Pacific, jails are 
last priorities for proper maintenance and are known 
for inhumane conditions. Inadequate sanitary facili
ties and general neglect make them hotbeds of 
disease. 

Jail conditions can be viewed as a hallmark for 
a local governments commitment to public health 
and to a decent quality of life for all residents. In 
Marikina City, the jail is meant to be a temporary 
home, and inmates are treated like people. 
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Motorcycle lanes 
Kuching, Malaysia 

Uke many other cities in Asia, the streets of Kuching 
are alive with the sights and sounds of motorcycles. 
But unlike in most other cities, riders of two-wheeled 
vehicles in Kuching don't have to expose themselves 
to four-wheeled bullies, the trucks and cars that kill 
many motorcycle users world-wide. 

In Kuching, there are lanes and routes reserved 
exclusively for motorcycle use. Its a direct result of a 
"healthy cities" approach to governance, says Dr 
Andrew Kiyu . 'We did a survey among residents of 
the things they didn't like about the city, and road 
accidents was one of the most common answers, ~ 
explained Dr Kiyu, then a public health official with 
the city. 

At the heart of the healthy cities approach was 
the involvement of political leaders in matters that 
used to concern only the City's health officials, Fo
cusing on health and safety objectives became an 
organizing principle for governance, Today, experts 
and policy makers from a wide range of sectors 
meet regularly to plan solutions to local health protr 
lems, 'Sometimes a wider road will help public 
health more than a new clinic," Dr Kiyu says, 'The 
intersectoral approach is a whole way of planning." 

A healthy city provides adequate and separate spaces (or 
various modes of transport- sidewalks for walking, streets 
for motor vehicles and separate lanes for motorcycles and 
bicycles, 
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The tipping point 
Someone told the members of the healthy 
schools committee about the lessons learnt 
from one of the biggest cities in the world. 
The newly appointed police chief there faced 
rampant violent crime. But he sta rted his 
anti-crime campaign by ordering the repair 
of broken windows and the erasure of graffiti 
from the subway trains. Those highly visible 
signs of change communicated to the public 
the city's commitment. They also constituted 
a "t ipping point " in the battle against even 
graver crime. The city's crime incidence 
plummeted , and the city became famous 
for its anti -crime campaign. 

12 

Adequate public restrooms can make laws 
against outdoor urination enforceable. 

A tou r of some elementa ry schools by C 's 
healthy schools committee led it to identify 
potential tipping points. One was the stench 
from the schools' unflushed toilets that 
overwhelmed students and teachers alike. 
That condition forced young students to 
seek relief against the walls of the campus, 
forming an unsanitary habit early in life. 

The committee's first step appeared to 
have nothing to do with raising test scores, 
but would soon prove to be a major incentive 
for students to concentrate on their studies: 
The committee recommended the re-design 
of campus restrooms across the city. 

From then on, the tOilets would be 
housed in simple structures detached from 
the main school bUildings, and would be 
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supplied with ample water. It was a substan
tial investment by the city. But it proved to 
be a tipping point for the school system. 
With less stench in the classrooms, the 

quality of student life went up, absenteeism 
went down, and eventually test scores rose. 
The running water supply still could not be 
ensured for the whole day for all the schools, 
but at least the stench was confined in a 
separate structure when the flow of water 
stopped. 

With a more tolerable toilet situation, the 
pupils had little reason to resort to outdoor 
relief. Toilet use rose, and so did the standard 
of sanitation. And it became possible to 
elim inate a bad habit that once was learned 
in school. 

The success of the schools' toilet 
improvements gave the healthy schools 
committee an idea. They recommended to 
the city that it provide simple options for 

pedestrians who needed to relieve them
selves. From that recommendation came the 
outdoor urinal, an inexpensive sem i-private 
facility built from surplus steel drums. Previ
ously, people on the street, mostly men, 
would urinate in any place where they felt 
the urge. Since there weren't any facilities, 
there didn't seem to be any choice. The 
provision of outdoor urinals gave them an 
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option, and took away their excuse to relieve 
themselves on the pavement. 

In a way, it was another tipping point that 
led to behavioural, even cultural, change. 
Men learned to exercise more control over a 
basic biological function. And w ho knows 
what other soc ial improvements could resu lt 
from greater male w illpower? 

As res idents noticed their lives improvi ng, 
community spirit took root in their hearts. 
volunteeri sm became a way of life, and so 
did generosity. When it was time to relocate 
the squatters from the city's r iverbanks, 
owners of nearby vaca nt land agreed to 
reasonable selling prices so that co- res idents 
could have a place they could call their 
own , and the riverbanks could be freed for 
public use. 
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Today, the riverbanks are public parks 
and commerc ia l spaces that have become 
the envy of many other ci t ies. 

All across the city, bright and simple 
ideas brought physical improvements that 
contributed to the protection of public health . 
But they also in troduced socia l and cultural 
changes that have had w ider implications in 
the effo rt to improve the quality of life. 

L has her more fragrant merchandise, 
her children have better smell ing schools, 
and her husband C has a safer commute 
home. 

In many other ways, their lives have 
become better, and there is no longer any 
reason to pack up and move elsewhere. 

The above essay was based on actual occurences. 
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