
Freaks of nature: 
errors of man 

ost of this issue of World Health 
deals with the kind of natural 
disaster which mankind is still 
incapable of preventing and rarely 
able to predict. Some catastrophes 

are entirely of man's making. The chemical plant 
accident at Bhopal, India, in December 1984 
resulted in more than 2,800 deaths when a 
deadly gas cloud leaked from the plant and 
suffocated the sleeping population living nearby. 

In April 1986, a series of human errors 
resulted in a fire at the Tchernobyl nuclear 
power station near Kiev in the Soviet Union. 
Winds carried the pall of invisible but potentially 
lethal radio- L Sinnan © 
activity across 
huge areas 
of Europe . 
Pockets of in
creased radio
activity are 
still discern
able today 
in many 
countries. The world's worst air crash, Tenerife 

Occasionally, natural disasters occur which 
nobody could have foreseen. In November 1985 
the heat from an eruption of the volcano Nevada 
del Ruiz in Colombia caused a massive 
meltdown of the mountain 's snowcap. The 

result was 
a vast river 
of mud and 
ice which 
wiped out 
the town 
of Armero 
and killed 
s o m e 
25,000 
people; 

Fatally trapped in Colombian mud-slide p i t i f u I I y 
few survivors were pulled out alive from the 
clinging mud. 

And in August 1986, Lake Nios - nestling 
peacefully in an old volcanic crater in the African 
state of Cameroon - suddenly became a killer; 
subterranean activity released a heavier-than-air 
cloud of toxic gases which rolled down the 
sleeping val- © 
leys and suf
focated more 
than 1,500 
inhabitants. 

Fatal air 
crashes are 
not, techni
cally speak
ing, included 
among what Lake Nios, Cameroon, became a killer 
WHO regards as "disasters with public health 
consequences." The worst-ever in aviation 
history occurred at Tenerife in the Canary 
Islands in March 1977, when one jumbo airliner 
crashed as it took off into another waiting on the 
ground; the death toll was 583. But the practice 
drills to deal with serious aircraft accidents 
which many countries regularly undertake can 
be expanded so as to serve as training courses 
for preparedness against natural disasters. • 
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Poster for World ~ealth Day 1991 

I 
his brightly coloured poster for World Health Day, 7 
April 1991, expresses graphically the need for all of us 
to stand together in a state of readiness against 
catastrophe. The poster was designed for WHO by 
18-year-old Renaud Mignot of the Cantonal Art 

School, Lausaime, Switzerland. A defensive wall of human figures 
ensures the safety of the community against the worst ravages of 
flood, volcano and storm. Homes may still shake and crack when 
an earthquake strikes - but they are stoutly built; they stand firm. 
Epitomising the slogan: Should disaster strike - be prepared! 

The poster may be ordered free of charge from: Office of Information, 
World Health Organization, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland. 
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