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A HEALTH 
AND NUTRITION 
ATLAS 
FOOD FOR THOUGHT 

by Christiane Viedma 

For many years, we have accepted a world of geo
graphical convention. We are used to looking at maps 
that give a flat representation-or distorted projection-of 
our spherical planet, forgetting that the image in front of 
us is necessarily unrealistic: obviously a sphere cannot 
have a flat surface. The so-called "Mercator projection," 
drawn in the sixteenth century to help European mariners 
find their way across the oceans, has been universally 
used in books and manuals to represent the earth. Here 
Europe occupies the centre, and the rest of the world is 
organized around it in a way that fails to correspond to 
reality. For example, the Equator is pushed down to the 
lower third of the page, Africa is reduced in size, and 
Greenland is inflated, while India looks to be about the 
size of Norway. In other words, what development spe" 
cialists today refer to as "the North" is seen to take the 
lion's share. 

Today's geographers reject these dated concepts and 
take pains to portray our world from fresh viewpoints. 
So some of tbem have devised new projections that re
flect the strategic and commercial forces which prevail 
in the world or that more accurately depict the true sur
face areas of countries, throwing into relief the fact that 
the richest countries cover only a tiny portion of the habit
able globe. 

This approach can be pushed still further. A whole new 
generation of maps-among them the first 11 in this 
Health and Nutrition Atlas-are based, not on the number 
of square kilometres that each nation occupies, but on 
a variety of other data, which emphasise· the socio
economic inequalities between countries. For instance, a 
map designed to give each country a size that is propor
tional to its total economic resources as reflected by 
population size and gross national product (pages 18-19) 
shows at a glance that the countries of Europe and North 
America are infinitely better off than most countries of 
Africa, Asia and South America . 

Of course, this means that national borders will 
change, and that this or that country will not be given its 
exac). location; the purpose is rather to obtain a global 

· view. Therefore, all the maps, including those on pages 
26 and 30, do not express any opinion on the legal status 
of any country, territory or area, nor are they concerned 
with the delimitation of frontiers or boundaries. With this in 
mind, these maps are intended to set people thinking ; 
and to encourage those who are interested in the fate 
of our planet to take a fresh overall look at the larger 
situation. 

The maps included in this atlas have been drawn ac
cording to the most recent statistics available to wHo. 
Readers should note that the proportions given to each 
country do not necessarily follow an arithmetic progres
sion; some of the data on which they are based differ so 
widely in terms of maximum and minimum figures that to 
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Good nutrition simply means having a nutritional status 
that enables us to grow well and enjoy good health. 
Photo WHO/J. Gorstein 

translate them into precisely proportional areas would 
require a world map as big as a house! So our intention 
is less to arrive at complete statistical accuracy than 
to convey an impression-using computer-generated 
images-of the results of the inequitable distribution of 
the world's resources and overall health situation. In any 
case, the reader should understand that reducing the 
world map to the scale of our pages entails a margin of 
error of between 1 0.5 and 14.5 per cent. 

Nor will readers find it possible to pinpoint each and 
every country (and wHo has 166 Member States!) on all of 
the maps; in some cases statistics are simply not avail
able, so the projections for the countries concerned have 
had to be omitted. Still, for each country presented, 
coded versions of the maps exist and t an be obtained 
for more detailed presentations through the wHo 
Nutrition programme. 

The colours on the maps have been graduated from a 
light yellow to a dark brown through yellow, orange and 
red. The light colours (yellows) generally represent an as
set, and the dark ones (red and brown) a disadvantage. 

Making nutrition-and malnutrition-readily under
standable is not an easy matter. Most people regard 
malnutrition as being synonymous with hunger ; give 
everybody enough to eat and it will disappear. But that 
just isn't so. Indeed, there are many communities which, 
although they have abundant food, still suffer from mal
nutrition in the sense that their nutritional status prevents 
them from enjoying good health. 

There are basically two forms of malnutrition: one re
lated to too few nutrients and not enough energy and 
the other to too many and too much. Either way, the 
body's demand for the raw materials needed to sustain 
life and to attain and maintain health is compromised by 
this imbalance. 

Broadly speaking, malnutrition of deficiency is typical 
of developing countries, while malnutrition due to an ex
cess generally occurs in the industrialised world. However, 
this division is as likely to occur within as between coun
tries, for example those whose populations traditionally 
suffer from undernutrition are also facing health prob
lems due to overnutrition among certain groups. The 
conditions commonly linked to nutritional excess- the so
called "diseases of affluence" including obesity, cardio
vascular disease and some forms of cancer-are all on 
the increase in the developing world . 

In contrast, certain under-privileged communities living 
in the midst of wealthier societies suffer from nutritional 
deprivation. This is either because they live in conditions 
of extreme poverty or because they have failed to learn 
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that eating well does not mean consuming large quanti
ties of fat and sugar to appease hunger, and that it is 
wise to give their bodies the preciou·s vitamins that are 
easily obtained in cereal, vegetables and fruits. 

What is good nutrition? lt doesn't mean eating a little 
or a lot, nor even just eating in a healthy way. A simple 
definition is to say that it means maintaining a nutritional 
status that enables us to enjoy good health. lt means 
attaining the right balance of bodily functions that we 
need to protect us from destabilising forces : shortages 
and excess, of course, but also infections and a lack of 
exercise. 

Nutritional balance is something that is built up day by 
day, right from the point where the embryo starts to form 
in the mother's womb. Indeed, it is at this point that prob
lems begin. The developing countries know this only too 
well : they see great numbers of their newborn babies die 
or fail to thrive because of the vicious spiral of recurrent 
infections and chronic undernutrition, and have mothers 
who become pregnant with a poor nutritional status, and 
remain improperly nourished throughout pregnancy and 
lactation. At the same time, the industrialised world must 
realise that the chronic diseases appearing in adulthood 
and old age often have their roots in unhealthy nutrition
al habits acquired during childhood. So the nutritional 
status of the child takes on immense importance, and not 
only for the child's own present and future health but also 
for the health of society as a whole. 

This is why we have chosen to illustrate in this atlas the 
most important influences on child health, and thus to 
show how vital it is for every child to be properly 
nourished. 

Balanced nutrition touches every aspect of human life, 
as can readily be seen in the pages that follow. Pro
grammes designed to promote sound nutrition have to 
be based on fact-a clear understanding of who is mal
nourished and what type of malnutrition is involved. They 

Nutritional balance is something that is built up day 
by day, right from the very first minute of life. 
Photo WHO/J. Schytte 

also need to define what constitutes sound nutritional sta
tus. Turning this definition into a reality for the majority 
depends to a great extent on success achieved in the 
larger search for equity-between nations, among com
munities, and within families themselves. 

This special edition of World Health published on the 
occasion of WHO's 40th anniversary offers readers a broad 
vision of the present state of nutrition and health in the 
world. We hope that it will provide "food for thought" not 
only to all who work in the exciting field of nutrition, but 
also to all who aspire to seeing better health and greater 
social justice hold sway on our planet. D 

3 


