
the future bleak 

A busy street in Yangon, Myanmar 
(formerly Burma). Transport, as well as 
safe water, good sanitation and 
employment, can be as important as 
conventional health services for 
improving people's health. 

indefensible for city health depart
ments and major institutions, including 
medical schools and universities, to 
turn their backs. Political backing at the 
highest level in the city and in central 
government is crucial for redirecting 
scarce resources. 

As in rural areas, all sectors must 
participate for effective action. Water 
supply, housing, transport, sanitation, 
and employment are all at least as 
important as conventional health care 
services. The activities of all these 
agencies overlap with those of the 
health services. However, they may 
depend on different political authori
ties (e.g. national, provincial or city) 
and will certainly be administered by 
different departments. So these agen
cies will need as much persuasion as 
the health institutions that the poorest · 
neighbourhoods are no less their 
responsibility than the more prosper
ous neighbourhoods of the city. 

Monitoring the impact of what is 
done is crucial, so as to assess 
changing needs and to redirect efforts 
towards what really works. The prob
lems of the urban poor are far too 
great and too complex to be "solved" 
quickly. It is a matter for the long haul, 
and that means sustaining the impetus 
for action and continually finding 
better and more effective ways of 
conducting the campaign. 

The position of many people in the 
world's cities is desperate but it is not 
hopeless. Primary health care in an 
urban setting can provide the instru
ments that will enable these people to 
help themselves. • 
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Floods threaten the world's cities 

The worldwide debate over plane
tary warming has resulted in two 

major international conferences. the 
latest being the one in GeQeva in 
November 1990. That meeting 
brought to light some disagreement 
between the developed countries 
about limitations to the emissions of 
carbon dioxide - which come prin
cipally from the exhaust gases from 
motor vehicles. Many scientists con
sider this gas to be a prime cause of 
global warming. 

Two of the major evils which 
would stem from such warming in 
the coming decades would be an 
expected increase in the sea-level 
and the consequent risk of flooding. 

However. the factors that contri
bute to this risk are far from being 
clearly understood . As Nigel 
Hawkes. science editor of The Times. 
pointed out in a recent article. several 
different factors have combined to 
increase the dangers of flooding. A 
rise in temperature of about 0.5·c 
has caused the waters of the world's 
oceans to expand. Receding glaciers 
and possibly melting ice-caps have 
added to the~'vo lume of water. resulf~ 
ing in a rise of some centimetres oveF 
the past century. 

According to Dr Robert Kay. one 
of the authors of a report published 
by the University of East Anglia in 
the United Kingdom. many of the 
world's greatest cities. with a total 
population of at least 500 million. are 
already at risk from chronic flooding 
whether or not global warming ever 
takes plac(J~ , 

Dr Kay named among these cities 
vu lnerable to floods Shanghai. 
Bangkok, New Orleans. Alexandria. 
Leningrad. Hamburg. Venice and 
London. All of these stand beside 
rivers. on estuaries or on low- lying 
land. sometimes barely above sea
level. In addition. many cities are 
actually sinking. either because of 
natural land movements or because 
so much water has been pumped out 
from the water-table lying below 
them-'" According to the report, the 
sea-level at Venice has risen by 23 
centimetres in 50 years as the water 
beneath the city has been pumped 
out. In London. the reverse situation 
has arisen; the decline of heavy 
industry and of brewing of beer has 
so reduced the extraction of water 
that the water-table has started to 
rise by one metre per year. threaten
ing to flood sections of the under
ground railway system and damage 
the fouodations of buildings. 

Accmding to Dr Jim Titus; of the 
United States Environmental Protec
tion Agency. traditional methods of 
civil engineering to combat flooding 
could actually make some situations 

worse. Fifty years ago. the US 
authorities installed along the Mis
sissippi River a system of levees 
(embankments) considered at the 
time to be the most efficient in the 
world. But while each section of this 
project has performed well. the over
all result has been disastrous. Each 
year 40 square miles of marshland on 
the edge of the river's huge delta is 
taken up by the sea. 

By containing the floods. the 
levees also prevent rainwater from 
draining into the river. creating fresh 
flooding along the banks. And the 
increased river flow washes sediment 
far out to sea instead of allowing it to 
settle in the delta. which now no 
longer acts as a natural buffer 
between land and sea. 

lt is hardly surprising that some 
critics have strong reservations about 
a huge flood control system aimed at 
preventing the catastrophic floods 
that regularly hit Bangladesh. lying 
as it does in the world's largest delta. 
that of the Ganges and the Brahma
putra. Some people feel that the 
scheme. to be financed by the World 
Bank and costing up to USS 10.000 
mill ion over 20 years. might in the 
long-term do more harm than good. 

According to Dr Kay. whatever 
emerges from the debate about glo
bal warming. new measures to 
combat flooding are urgently 
needed. " If we had decent policies in 
place. we would reduce the hazards 
whether or not there are sea-level 
rises in the future." he says. 

The entire international com
munity. which has'" .long been 
engaged in the battle to defend and 
improve the env ironment. will 
intensify its efforts still more in the 
coming years . The UN General 
Assembly last year approved two 
resolutions calling for an Interna
tional Decade for Natural Disaster 
Reduction 1990-1999. And in June 
1992. 20 years after the big UN 
Conference on the Human Environ
ment in Stockholm. a major interna
tional conference in RiO' de Janeiro. 
Brazil. w ill examine the state of the 
environment. · · 

WHO itself is playing an important 
part in the efforts being undertaken 
to safeguard our planet. l:::ast year. 
the theme of World Health Day . (7 
April) was: " Our planet - our health: 
think globally - act locally." This 
year. World Health Day. and indeed 
the entire y~ar 1991 . will mark the 
theme: "Should disaster strike - be 
prepared!" 

Miss Diane Rollman 
Freelance journal ist based in 

Geneva. specializing in 
environmental matters. 

13 


