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Health, population and 
development 

' 

he goal of economic develop
ment is human dignity and 
well-being, an essential 

ingredient of which is health. 
Progress in sustainable social 
development necessarily reflects the 
health status of the population, so 
that Health for All must become one 
of the guiding principles within the 
larger framework of sustainable 
development. 

Following the Second World 
War, international development 
efforts in developing countries 
concentrated on the reduction of 
mortality. By the end of the 1960s, 
the anticipation of excessive popula
tion growth led to a revised concept 
of health and development assist
ance. Today, the challenge of the 
International Conference on Popula
tion and Development, to be held in 
Cairo in September 1994, is to 
ensure that population policies are 
carried out as part of a general effort 
to improve the health of individuals, 
and to shed light on the complex 
interactions which exist between 
health, population dynamics and 
development. 

Health systems need to respond 
effectively to changes taking place 
in the growth, structure and distribu
tion of the world's population, for 
instance by intensifying activities 
within the primary health care 
framework and creating new 
responses to global population 
changes. Health initiatives must not 
lag behind changing population 
needs; the analysis and interpreta
tion of population structure and 
dynamics should be an intrinsic part 
of the planning and delivery of 
health services. 

Health policies should make provision for support to the family 

WHO is working with other 
agencies and with concerned 
nongovernmental organizations to 
convince all countries that health is 
a cornerstone of development. 
Human energy and creativity cannot 
be generated by sick, tired people; a 
healthy, active population is a 
prerequisite for economic develop
ment. 

The needs of the young 

About 80% of the world's popula
tion aged under 25 live in develop
ing countries, and by the year 2000 
this level will have risen to around 
86%. Education, job opportunities, 
housing and health services tailored 
to the needs of young people at all 

stages of their early life need to be 
developed. Health programmes must 
promote and protect adolescent 
health, not least by conveying the 
message that unsafe sexual behav
iour can result in unwanted preg
nancy, unsafe abortions, and 
sexually transmitted diseases 
including HIV/AIDS. 

Meanwhile growth of population 
and production with unsustainable 
consumption are putting a strain on 
"planetary life-support systems", 
affecting the use of land, water, air, 
energy and other resources. 
Unmanaged rapid growth of cities in 
particular puts great pressure on 
environmental resources and creates 
significant problems of waste. 

The global population aged 55 
and over is increasing by nearly 1.3 
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million each month, some 80% of 
that increase occurring in develop
ing countries. By 2025 , the propor
tion of the global population aged 65 
and over will reach 800 million 
people compared with less than 300 
million in 1990. Their health needs 
will call for special provisions. 

At the other end of the scale, 
young couples must have access to 
fertility regulation that allows them 
choice and self-determination in 
matters of health and family size. 
Family planning associations, 
women's groups and the relevant 
nongovernmental organizations can 
play a major role in reaching 
different social groups. Increased 
efforts must be directed towards 
ensuring that men assume their 
responsibilities in this field. 

In taking up the challenge posed 
by changing population dynamics, 
the authorities must see family 
health as a key element in social 
policy. The stability of the family, 
no matter what its form, must 
receive support, especially through 
policies for health. In this regard, 
more attention should be given to 
the rights of women as individuals, 
and steps must be taken to acknowl
edge the conflicting demands made 
on them as providers, carers and 
wage-earners. 

Health education has to be tailored to the 
future needs of young people. 

A healthy reproductive life is 
essential to attain the goals set for 
infant and child survival. Reproduc
tive health specifically implies that 
people have the ability to reproduce, 
to regulate their fertility and to 
practise and enjoy sexual relation
ships. Greater spacing of births 
would substantially reduce world
wide child mortality, while the 
increased chances of newborn 
babies surviving will eventually 
influence couples to reduce the size 
of the family, and this will contrib
ute to lower population growth. 

The provision of information, 
guidance and support to enable 
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people to enjoy a healthy, safe and 
fulfilled sexuality is a fundamental 
responsibility of any truly compre
hensive health care system. Equip
ping individuals with the knowledge 
and ability to protect themselves, 
their partner or their family from the 
potential hazards of unsafe sexuality 
has always been important, but with 
increasing exposure to sexually 
transmitted diseases, especially 
among young adults, and the spread 
of HIV I AIDS, the need to promote 
healthy sexuality has become urgent. 

In addition, the loosening of 
traditional constraints on sexual 
behaviour as a result of chaotic 
urban growth, migration, conflicts, 
disasters or social and economic 
degradation make it all the more 
vital for health policies to take steps 
to promote healthy sexuality to 
prevent the spread of disease. Health 
and population policies must 
respond to the needs of individuals 
and communities for information, 
support, and counselling on sexual
ity, as these are all integral compo
nents of ensuring the health of 
individuals and families . 

WHO' s role in all these fields 
is to cooperate with governments 
and to urge them to provide 
health systems which meet the 
changing needs of individuals 
and populations. • 

Family planning. a key factor in the progression towards health for all. Development entails covering the specific health needs of all people, 
from the youngest to the oldest. 


