
Battle for peace 
This year has been proclaimed by the United Nations as 11 Inter
national Year of Peace 11

• Professor Sune Bergstrom, winner of the 
Nobel Prize for medicine in 1982 for his work on prostaglandins, is 
chairman of a WHO management group (WHOPAX) which is studying the 
effects of nuclear war on health and health services. He describes 
some of the efforts of physicians and other health workers, 
and of WHO itself, to preserve and promote international peace 

lmost a hundred years ago, 
Alfred Nobel wrote to Bertha 
von Suttner-who later herself 

received the Nobel Peace Prize, in 
1905-" Maybe my factories will be 
more effective than your peace con
gresses to make an end to wars. The 
day two armies are able to destroy each 
other in one second, I presume that all 
civilised nations will refrain from war." 

On another occasion, Nobel-the 
Swedish chemist who invented dy
namite in 1866 and bequeathed 
the Foundation which offers Nobel 
prizes-wrote: " When war becomes as 
deadly for the civilians in their homes 
as for the troops at the front, a miracle 
might happen; no more wars will be 
started." 

Two World Wars later, we are today 
in the situation that Alfred Nobel 
envisaged so long ago. Yet we have no 
certitude that " all civilised nations will 
refrain from war. " 

Science and technology have been 
employed to produce nuclear weapons 
in such quantities that nobody, any
where in the world, would be secure if 
they were used. Even a small part of 
the stockpile might produce serious 
climatic changes, in addition to the 

Facing page: Sinister flowering of an atomic 
bomb test in 1946. Today's weapons are 
infinitely more powerful. 

Right and cover: These masks are part 
of a French army survival kit to guard 
against nuclear, bacteriological and chemical 
warfare. 
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devastating immediate effects from 
blast , heat and radiation, followed 
later by the effects of the radio
active fallout. 

It is imperative that the health 
consequences of nuclear war become 
common knowledge. There exist today 
national societies of physicians against 
nuclear war in about 50 countries. 
The aim of these societies is to 
study and spread knowledge about 
the expected results of a nuclear 
conflagration. 

Yet, at the same time, conven
tional weapons are being developed 
and produced in such numbers that 
a large-scale war using only such 

weapons would itself have terri
fying consequences. 

It is therefore self-evident that the 
most important approach to peace is 
to try to eliminate sources of conflict 
and work actively to increase trust 
between nations. This is a process in 
which increased scientific cooperation 
should be of great importance-even 
in areas where peace at present 
prevails. 

One important reason for the exist
ing tension and instability among na
tions is the great difference in re
sources and living conditions among 
differents parts of the world. Televi
sion news coverage - and televised 
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show business-have helped us all to 
visualise the catastrophic famine in 
parts of Africa, and this has led to 
large-scale international help. 

However, it is not so easy to visual
ise the one million small children who 
die every year from malaria in the 
same continent, or the half of mankind 
still living in such conditions that every 
third child dies before reaching matu
rity. This situation is largely due to the 
infectious and parasitic diseases affect
ing the developing countries. We still 
lack efficient preventive or therapeutic 
means to control many of these dis
eases. Malnutrition is often a further 
contributing factor to the death of 
these children. 

The most encouraging example of 
international cooperation in the field 
of health has been the eradication of 
smallpox. WHO accomplished this 
through a world-wide campaign in
volving nearly all of its member coun
tries and bringing considerable finan
cial benefits even to countries for 
whom smallpox had long ceased to 
pose a threat. 

During the last decade WHO has 
continued its efforts of promoting in
ternational collaboration by organiz
ing research and development pro
grammes to find the methods needed 
to prevent or treat the other serious 
<;liseases which plague the developing 

countries. More than 6000 scientists in 
120 countries are now involved in the 
research, and systematic efforts are 
also being made to strengthen the 
research capabilities of developing 
countries. 
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An acceptable level of ~ealth for 
all the, people of the world by .. 
the year 2000 can be attained 
through a fuller and better use of 
the world's resources, a conside
rable part of which is . now spent 
on .armaments and military con
flicts . A . genuine I icy of inde
pendence, peac ' etente and 
disarmament c9ul d .. should 
release additional resources that 
could well be ·devoted to peace
ful aims, and in particular to the 
acceleration of social and ·econo
mi(1 development of which pri
mary health care, as an essential 
part, should be allotted its, proper 
share. · 

These programmes are financed 
mainly by voluntary contributions 
from a q.umber of member countries, 
and the annual budget now exceeds 
US $50 million. 

A major part of the research effort 
is focused upon developing vac
cines- the most effective method to 
make a rapid impact upon the inci
dence of the diseases and to protect 
the more than 100 million children 
born every year. Only a few years ago 
this task appeared almost hopeless. 

However, in recent years develop
ments in the life sciences have created 
an entirely new situation. This new 
fund of knowledge about the princi
ples that govern all living creatures is 
as fundamental ·as the elucidation of 
the structure of atoms. But this new 
knowledge can be applied more di
rectly to human welfare for many 
practical purposes. During the last two 
decades about 20 Nobel Prizes in 
chemistry and in medicine have recog
nised discoveries on which this devel
opment is based. 

It is clear that Alfred Nobel's 
requirement that his prizes should be 
given for discoveries that were of 
"greatest benefit for mankind" are 
being fulfilled. And we hope that con
tinued scientific and technical progress 
in many fields will help to decrease the 
inequalities in the world and thus 
contribute to a future of peace. 

The World Health Organization has· 
its own contribution to make to a 
peaceful and equitable world, as its 
member countries work towards the 
agreed goal of Health for all by the 
year 2000. But WHO is also active in 
drawing public attention to the fearful 
consequences of war. 

The 36th World Health Assembly in 
1983 received a first report on the 
effects of nuclear war on health and 
health services, and it approved a 
resolution which emphasised "the role 
of physicians and other health workers 
in the preservation and promotion of 
peace as the most significant factor for 
the attainment of Health for all. " The 
WHO Management Group formed by 
the Director-General to follow up that 
resolution is for convenience known 

Left: Just one of many graveyards where the 
victims of the Hiroshima atomic bomb were 
laid to rest. 

Facing page: Tama Uamada suffered disfi
guring burns although she was over one mile 
from the Nagasaki atomic bomb's epicentre. 
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as WHOPAX; it consists of six scientists 
specialising in this field and meets 
regularly to draw up progress reports 
for submission to subsequent World 
Health Assemblies. 

In May, for instance, WHOPAX sub
mitted to the 39th Assembly the first 
results of specific studies on acute 
radiation mortality in a nuclear war, 
the impact of fires on casualties, the 
immunological consequences of a nu
clear conflict, the possible climatic 
effects, including "nuclear winter", 
problems with food supplies and star
vation in the aftermath, and the 
biological effects of pre-natal irradia
tion. More details of these studies will 
be made available in a second report 
on the effects of nuclear war on health 
and health services, which will be 
presented to next year's 40th World 
Health Assembly. A small working 
group is also examining, on behalf of 
WHOPAX, the psychosocial aspects of 
the nuclear threat, especially its Im
pact on children and adolescents. 
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In its work, the Management Group 
continued its collaboration on indi
vidual issues with scientists, organiza
tions and institutions specialising in 
the subjects concerned. These in
cluded the Committee on Environ
mental Consequences of Nuclear Wars 
(ENUWAR) of the Scientific Committee 

The .. health of all peoples is fun
damental to the attainment of 
peace and security and is aepen
cjen(upon the JyUest cooperatiqn 
ofindividuals and States. 

Third Principle Of WHO;~lCpnstltution, 1946 

on Problems of the Environment 
(scOPE) , the USSR Academy of Sci
ences, the Institute of Medicine of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the 
USA, the International Physicians for 
the Prevention of Nuclear War 
(IPPNW), the Greater London Area 
War Risks Study, meetings on the Red 

Cross and Peace, the International 
Symposium on "Medical implications 
of nuclear war" (Washington) and the 
Fifth International Congress of the 
IPPNW (Budapest). Discussions on 
areas for future collaboration were 
held with IPPNW, a non-governmental 
organization now in official relations 
with WHO. Specific issues for coopera
tion were agreed upon, such as the 
exchange of technical information and 
elaboration of curricula for medical 
schools on nuclear war and its effects 
on health and health services. 

It was the General Assembly of the 
United Nations which solemnly pro
claimed 1986 to be the International 
Year of Peace, and called on all peo
ples to join with the UN in resolute 
efforts to safeguard peace and the 
future of humanity. WHO is playing its 
part in making the world aware how 
unthinkable warfare is today when, 
as Alfred Nobel foresaw, "armies 
are able to destroy each other m 
one second." • 

5 


