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Editorial 

Health, population and 
development 

I n 1984, when the Second 
International Conference on 
Population was held in Mexico, 

the world population was about 
4800 rrtillion. Now, ten years later, 
on the eve of the International 
Conference on Population and 
Development in Cairo, it is about 
5700 million. What sort of life can 
the newcomers, these 900 million 
infants and children of today, expect 
when they are young adults in 2015, 
the target-year for the health goals to 
be set by the Cairo Conference? And 
what changes will be required from 
health services to meet their needs? 

Over the past 50 years, global 
economic growth has generally 
made the developed countries more 
affluent and better equipped with 
health care. The least developed 
countries, however, have been 
excluded from these benefits and, as 
a result, their health infrastructure 
has remained inadequate. 

Some 80% of the world's under-
25-year-olds now live in developing 
countries. This figure is estimated to 
rise to 86% by the year 2000. As 
young people enter puberty, they 
face specific health risks and 
concerns. Unsafe sexual behaviour 
can result in unwanted pregnancies, 
unsafe abortions and sexually 
transmitted diseases, including HIV 
infection and AIDS. Health pro
grammes must promote and protect 
adolescents' health, in particular by 
fostering healthy behaviour and 
lifestyles. 

WHO estimates that the global 
population aged 65 years and over is 
increasing by nearly 800 000 a 
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month. Thus, between 1990 and 
2015, their total number will grow 
from over 300 rrtillion to over 540 
million. As older people are at 
greater risk of chronic disabilities, 
health services will need to be 
adjusted to meet a larger and heavier 
demand. 

The family, as the basic unit, 
must be at the core of all strategies 
for health, population and develop
ment. Its stability must be supported 
and enhanced, especially through 
public health policies. Family 
planning programmes should focus 
on empowering women to manage 
their own fertility while emphasizing 
men 's joint responsibility in sexual 
and reproductive health. Universal 
access to a wide range of safe, 
affordable and effective family 
planning choices would probably 
bring more benefits to more people 
at a lower cost than any other single 
technology currently available. 

A majority of developing 
countries have made marked 
progress in implementing population 
policies and programmes, and 
several have been highly successful 
in slowing down population growth. 
Political commitment has proved to 
be one of the most important factors 
influencing the effectiveness and 
success of any population pro
gramme. 

On all these fronts, WHO has a 
crucial role to play. It must work 
with governments and urge them to 
provide adequate health systems and 
adapt them to the changing needs of 
individuals and communities. It 
must support Member States in their 
efforts to translate into action their 
commitment to primary health care. 
One of the keys to attaining our 
common goal of health for all is for 
couples to ensure that every birth 
that occurs does so because it is 
truly wanted. Another is for all 
people to participate individually 
and as members of the communiti 
in ensuring their own health devel
opment, in a spirit of mutual respon
sibility, equity and social justice. • 
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