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The map above has been scaled according to the 
estimated number of episodes of diarrhoea in the child 
population under five. European countries appear as 
mere dots: in well-to-do countries, a pre-school child can 
be expected to have on average about one episode of 
diarrhoea a year. But in developing countries a child has 
about four episodes a year, and in some countries the 
figure may be as high as one attack a month. 

Since both poor sanitation and lack of safe water gen
erally go together and are associated with most epi
sodes of diarrhoea, this map should normally reflect ac
cess to both sanitation and safe water. However, while 
figures for sanitation certainly exist, the methods used in 
different countries to arrive at them are far from con
sistent, which raises doubts about their accuracy. We 
have therefore chosen to base the colour shading of this 
map on the percentage of population having access to 
safe water. The dark colour shows the countries with poor 
access to water. In general countries with poor access to 
safe water are also the ones with a high incidence of 
diarrhoea, while the ones where safe water is plentiful 
also have a low incidence of diarrhoea. Most countries in 
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Asia, and many in Africa. have a large surface and dark 
colouring, while countries in Europe and North America 
are small with light colouring. 

Access to water is not evenly spread within a given 
country, and especially large differences often exist be
tween cities and the countryside. So a third variable has 
been included in the map in the form of blue taps for 
urban areas and green taps for rural areas. There are two 
taps for each WHO Region, which show that in developing 
countries safe water is not equitably distributed in cities 
and in the countryside. Even the blue taps in, say, Africa 
and South-East Asia, are noticeably smaller than those in 
industrialised countries. This reflects the existence in many 
developing countries of urban slums, where poverty and 
a scarcity of basic amenities are the rule. Notice, too, the 
relative size of the blue and green taps: only in Europe 
are they equal. 

In fact, in most developing countries, malnutrition and 
diarrhoea in young children are inseparable. Among 
poor families living in unsanitary environments, diarrhoea 
often becomes a serious illness leading to dehydration, 
lack of appetite, weight loss and increased susceptibility 
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to other illnesses. In the world as a whole, some 1300 
million episodes of infant and child diarrhoea would, if 
untreated, result in an estimated 5 to 5.5 million deaths 
each year. One of the goals that the wHo Programme 
for Diarrhoea! Diseases Control has set for 1989 is to pre
vent one to 1.5 million of these deaths through oral rehy
dration therapy. This treatment, consisting of a simple 
mixture of salts and sugar that mothers themselves can 
give to their sick children, is a major breakthrough in con
trolling diarrhoea, but it does not prevent the disease. 

How then can we prevent diarrhoea? Most diarrhoea! 
episodes in developing countries occur when young chil
dren have drunk contaminated water-and this happens 
when excreta disposal is not adequate-or when tod
dlers begin to come into direct contact with the patho
gens of disease while in an unhealthy environment. Safe 
water-for drinking but also for the hygienic preparation 
of meals-sanitary disposal of excreta and other waste, 
and general environmental cleanliness are essential to 
preventing diarrhoea. And, since diarrhoea drains away 
nutrients from the body, these are also essential means of 
preventing malnutrition. D 

9 


