
Preventing That 
'Second Disaster' 

After the First 

Medical personnel, supplies 
and equipment- for the most part 
unsolicited and unneeded
poured into Mexico City from 
well-intentioned donors virtually 
hours after the earthquake struck 
last September. But rather than 
helping, the arrival of plane-load 
after plane-load wrought what ex
perts in disaster relief described 
as, "a second disaster." 

The influx of health personnel 
and medical material, they exp
lain, "began overwhelming the 
city, competing for immediate at
tention, for space and transporta
tion facilities with other more ur
gent needs", thus exacerbating 
problems. 

All that could have been 
avoided ; with the exception of the 
need for experts skilled in search 
and rescue operations, Mexico 
City's "vast resources made any 
immediate international health 
assistance unnecessary." 

Such forthright views are ex
pressed in the recent issue of 
Disaster Preparedness in the 
Americas (No. 26), a newsletter 
publ ished by WHO's Regional Of
fice in Washington, D.C., that 
comes down equally hard on 
donor and recipient alike. 

lt says that. at times of disas
ter, donors often appear to be 
motivated by politics. or, even 
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Earthquake and emergency 
relief: donors and recipients 
criticised. 

worse, by public relations. They 
want to be "the first to arrive 
on the scene" while "multiple 
government spokesmen offering 
conflicting official statements, or 
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On Your Mark, Get Set 
For the '1st Earth Run' 

Come this September, runners will begin a four-month, global
girding relay while carrying a torch to symbolise the need to keep 
burning bright the spirit of cooperation among nations. 

The flame will be passed from hand to hand across borders and 
continents over a 26,000-kilometer course that is intended to 
"encircle the world with light." 

The event. dubbed the" First Earth Run," 
starts and finishes at the United Nations in 
New York, and commemorates the Inter
national Year of Peace designated for this 
year, according to Action in Children, a 
publication of a non-government group as
sociated with UNICEF. 

Its main route will take runners through 
60 countries, and secondary routes through 100 more. Says David 
Gershon, the organizer of the run, "I hope we will touch over two 
billion people." An events specialist. he formerly directed the 1980 
Winter Olympics torch relay. 

Plans call for concerts to be held in Moscow, Beijing, Tokyo, Rio 
de Janeiro, Nairobi, London and Los Angeles to welcome the arrival 
of torch-bearers, and for awards to be made to localities around the 
world to recognise success in community development schemes. 

To finance the relay, estimated at US $5 million, portions of the 
route are being offered to governments, corporations and private 
individuals for US $500 a kilometer in developed, and for US $100 in 
developing countries. 

Funds raised will be contributed to UNICEF and other agencies, and, 
say the organizers, will also help to finance grants and other Earth 
Runs around the world in 120 days. · • 
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indiscriminately accepting offers 
of aid" are responsible for confu
sion during a disaster's first and 
critical days. 

Because "few countries are 
able to mobilise the resources 
necessary for relief, rehabilitation 
and reconstruction following a 
major disaster" , the disaster ex
perts make clear that internation
al assistance is indispensable. 
But donors should first ascertain 
what a disaster-striken country 
needs - seeking advice from the 
government itself, from WHO of
fices or from the Red Cross. 

Generally not recommended 
are the following: food and cloth
ing; blood, plasma, water purifi
cation tablets and vaccines ("not 
usually needed although do
nated") ; field hospitals and medi
cal teams; or medicines close to 
expiration date. Generally recom
mended: supplies with a long 
shelf-life from the WHO list of 
essential drugs. Above all, the 
experts recommend cash con
tributions to aid agencies. (One 
such is the Pan American Health 
and Education Foundation in 
Washington. D.C. 526 23rd 
Street. N.W. 20037). • 

The Use & Misuse 
Of Findings on 

Passive Smoking 

Letters addressed to editors of 
a number of British publications 
contain ing the statement that 
WHO holds "'the evidence of 
harm' from passive smoking as 
'marginal' and 'inadequate'" are 
not accurate, WHO has stated. 

The letters were written by 
FOREST, the acronym for the 
London-based Freedom Organi
zation for the Right to Enjoy 
Smoking Tobacco, which is 
funded by the tobacco-industry to 
support smoking. 

The statement was first made 
by a senior official to rebut an 
anti-tobacco article carried by 
Marketing Week, a trade journal, 
and was then repeated over the 
next six months or so . Upon be
mg queried, the organization 
claimed that a report by WHO 
experts was the source of its 
assertion. 

But according to Dr Roberto 
Masironi, the coordinator of WHO's 
smoking and health programme, 

"not a single time" does the 40-
page report referred to cite "evi
dence of harm." Rather, he 
points out in a letter of protest to 
Sir Christopher Foxley-Norris, 
FOREST's chairman, "lt is the 
'current level of knowledge', or 
the amount of information, that 
the group of WHO experts found 
'marginal' (and) 'inadequate'. 
The two concepts of 'evidence' 
and 'information' are quite differ
ent from one another ... " 

The report. entitled "Indoor Air 
Pollutants: Exposure and Health 
Effects" (EURO Reports and 
Studies 78) ", was published 
three years ago by WHO's Regional 
Office for Europe, Copenhagen. 
Although quoted by FOREST in 
mid-1985, the report was based 
on an experts' meeting in June 
1982. Since then, WHO says, ill
health and passive smoking have 
become further linked. 

In their exchange of corres
pondence WHO asked FOREST to 
"desist from reiterating the mis
leading statements," otherwise 
"wHo will have to envisage ap
propriate measures." FOREST's 
response - to what was seen as 
an indication of a law suit - came 
by way of a news release that 
"accuses WHO of attempting to 
gag public debate about smok
ing." The organization also made 
WHO's letter available to the social 
services correspondent of The 
Times. • 

17 Amphetamines 
Placed Under 

World Controls 

Seventeen mood-altering am
phetamines w ill be subject to in
ternat ional controls following re
commendations by WHO. 

These are drugs manufactured 
from synthetic powders com
monly prescribed in the 1950s 
and 1960s against depression 
and obesity. Since then, the sub
stances have been shown to pro
duce dependence, to be mis
used, and to be sold illicitly. They 
thus constitute a public health 
and social problem requiring reg
ulation under the provisions of 
the 1971 Convention on Psycho
tropic Substances. 

The convention, to which 81 
countries are signatories, provides 
for four different levels of control 
-technically called "sched
uling" - depending on the assess
ment of a benefit-risk ratio for 
each drug. 
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The recommendations fol-
lowed a two-year-long, drug-by
drug review based on data from a 
number of sources, including the 
pharmaceutical industry and In
terpol. They have been endorsed 
by the 40-member UN Commis
sion on Narcotic Drugs. 

Foremost among the am
phetamines are the following 
three, recommended to be 
placed under Schedule 11, that is, 
subject to rigid monitoring and 
reporting . 

• Fenetylline : 
Th is drug, sold under the brand 
name Captagon, is prescribed for 
paediatric and geriatric care. Its 
use as a stimulant. however, is 
widespread and increasing abuse 
has been reported in the Federal 
Republic of Germany, Mexico, 
Sweden and in countries of the 
Middle East , particularly Saudi 
Arabia, a W HO expert committee 
has reported . 
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The Arab world: widespread 
misuse and abuse of psycho
tropic drugs. 

• Levamphetamine: 
This drug, sold under the brand 
name Cydril, is already regulated 
in many countries, among them 
Japan, Switzerland and the 
United States. 

• Levomethamphetamine : 
This drug, already subject to con
trol in a number of countries, is 
marketed in the United States in 
nasal decongestants, specifically 
in Vicks inhalers. 

If a scheduled substance is 
combined with an unscheduled 
one, as is the case here, then the 
convention allows for an exemp
tion from full control. Thus the US 
Food and Drug Administration 
must decide now what sort of 
restrictions are to be placed on 
the inhalers. • 
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Newsbriefs 
e Free Newsletter Offered. This is the logo of a quarterly newsletter 
called Development Communication Report that 
is devoted to showing how a range of communi
cation tools from traditional to modem-puppet 
plays to satellites-are put to work to promote 
messages for development. 

Among projects described in the latest issue (No. 57) are the following: 
techniques to promote the use of oral rehydration salts in Egypt and 
Swaziland, and immunizations in Colombia. In Egypt, for example, Karina 
Mokhtar, an actress, usually cast in motherly roles, was picked to deliver 
health messages. it was the first time in that country that a popular 
personality had been used in a health campaign. 

Because it concentrates on health, the issue is being offered free to 
readers of World Health . Clip this " Newsbrief " and send it along with your 
request to Kathleen Moran, Editor, OCR, Academy for Educational 
Development, 7255 23rd Street, N.W, Washington, D.C., 20037. 

e Moved to Mexico. Thanks to an offer from Mexico, the newly
established International Organization for Chemical Sciences in Develop
ment, previously headquartered in Brussels, has now set up its secretariat 
in Mexico City. 

Among projects carried out by the fledgling organization : the chemical 
synthesis of new agents for the treatment of tropical diseases, and the 
synthesis of male fertility-regulating agents. 

lOCO, a non-governmental organization, has received financial support 
from WHO and other UN agencies. Its president is Professor Glen T 
Seaborg. Professor Sune Bergstr6m, a Nobe/ prize winner, is a member of 
the executive committee. 

(For details. write: Or Pierre Crabbe. lOCO. Coordinacion de Ciencias, Ciudad Universitaria
UNAM. Apartado Postal 70-172, Mexico OF, M exico}. 

e Now 'Smokeless Tobacco'. Even as US tobacco smoking levels off. 
the evidence grows that a new tobacco addiction is on the rise - particularly 
in high schools, though, at least so far, mainly among boys. 

Sales of "smokeless tobacco", or chew ing tobacco, have increased 
52 per cent over the past seven years, the American Journal of Public 
Health (Vol. 76, No. 2, 7986) recently reported. 

A survey of 907 students in two north-western communities in 
Arkansas, a southern state, shows that 36.7 per cent of boys and 2.2 per 
cent of girls chewed tobacco, and that close to a half. 46.9 per cent, had 
been doing so for between two and five years. The highest numbers, 
some 30 per cent, chewed from two to three times daily, and 2 7 per cent 
from four to five. 

This form of addiction is already being linked to ill health, the report 
says- to ora/lesions, to tooth abrasions and caries, to inflammation of the 
gums, and to different cancers. 

"Skilful television and magazine advertising, featuring entertainers and 
sports personalities, have transformed a habit previously considered dirty 
and unsociable into one viewed as attractive and healthfu/, with a strong 
youth appeal, " one investigator, Or CA. Squier, has reported. 

e Signing Up for Children. With some 60 heads of state and am
bassadors setting the example last October at a signing ceremony in New 
York, the campaign to increase support of immunization against childhood 
diseases is now being taken up throughout the world. 

Opinion leaders and community heads are being asked to sign up for 
children by endorsing a declaration that, taking a leaf from the UN Charter, 
says in part: "We, the peoples of the United Nations, determined to save 
succeeding generations from the scourge of preventable disease .. 
resolve to combine our efforts .... " 

UNICEF calls this Universal Child Immunization and WHO the Expanded 
Programme of Immunization. By whatever name, the goal is the same-to 
protect children against measles, polio, tuberculosis, diphtheria, whooping 
cough {pertussis) and tetanus by 7 990. 

In the next issue 
Africa today is struggling to contend with seemingly intractable 
economic problems and with a heavy additional burden of endemic 
diseases. Some of the ways it is tackling this situation, and making 
progress against all odds, are described in the August-September 
issue of World Health - "The Challenge: health for all Africans ." 
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