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live belier - live longer 
Nikolai P. Napalkov 

People who lake good core of their body improve their chances of living long and health y lives. 

Most of the chronic, 
degenerative, 
noncommunicable diseuses 
are diseuses of the second hoff 
of human /ife, and are 
becoming more common as 
people live longer in both 
developed and developing 
countries. Decreasing the 
incidence of death from one 
cause entails increasing the 
deaths from sorne other 
cause. We al/ have to die 
from something: our task is to 
increase the healthy lifespan 
as far as possible. 

The most important noncommuni
cable diseases are undoubtedly 
the cardiovascular diseases, 

since the total number of sufferers in 
both developed and developing 
countries is higher than the total 
cases of communicable diseases. 
Next come the different malignancies 
gathered under the general term of 
cancer, followed by the noncommu
nicable respiratory diseases, 
diabetes, and a number of other con
ditions which include hereditary 
ailments and the mental and neuro
logical diseases. 

Limited but important role of 
lifestyle 
We traditionally consider cardiovas
cular diseases, cancer, di abe tes and 
hereditary diseases in a single group, 
not only because of the considerable 
damage they do but also because 
they are caused by agents of a cherni
cal and physical nature, which 
influence the hereditary system or 

the metabolism of the body. 
Certain groups of cancer can be 

produced by biological factors such 
as viroses, as weil as chronic infec
tion, and by physical factors which 
set in train a cytotoxic process when 
they interfere with the genetic mech
anism of the cells. A second group 
of factors acts at the level of cell reg
ulation and produces the milieu in 
which the cancer cells start to multi
ply. There are also hereditary factors 
that produce a predisposition to the 
development of cancer. 

Although sometimes called 
lifestyle diseases, 1 personally do not 
like to daim that such-and-such a 
percentage of ali noncommunicable 
diseases are lifestyle-dependent 
diseases and could therefore be com
pletely prevented. lt is very difficult 
to calculate this percentage because 
so many other factors influence the 
incidence of different diseases. What 
we can say is that most noncommu
nicable diseases are strongly 
influenced by the lifestyles of differ
ent population groups. But lifestyles 
do not only mean bad habits or 
improper behaviour; they are also 
basic conditions of life that often do 
not depend on the behaviour or 
habits of a given individual. Quality 
of air, drinking-water and soil, for 
instance, are environmental factors 
which mostly depend on the behav
iour of whole communities rather 
than individuals. 

Why people smoke 
One lifestyle factor which gets much 
attention these days is smoking, 
bec a use smokers can choose if they 
want to smoke or not. 1 my self was a 
heavy smoker for many years; 1 
started during the Second World War 
as a teenager, and continued until 
New Year's Eve 1970. Then 1 gave 
up when 1 worked as Chief of 
WHO's Cancer unit. My own health 
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Environmental factors, such as the quality of water, are major determinants of health in any 
community. 

was involved - stomach and respira
tory problems, coughing and so 
forth . In addition, as a doctor and 
representative of oncology, whose 
professional role was to fight against 
cancer, 1 was in a difficult position of 
trying to convince people not to do 
what I did myself. Certainly there 
are deep metabolic and psycho
logical reasons - sorne kind of 
predisposition - which make one 
group of people smokers and another 
nonsmokers. But the social environ
ment- whether one's parents or 
friends are smokers- has an equally 
vital role in helping to dissuade 
people from smoking. 

Advertisements are a powerful 
weapon in making smokers out of 
nonsmokers because they approach 
their target group in a subtle way, 
with promises of increased se x 
appeal and material success. These 
campaigns have to be combated by 
positive health education, carried out 
by health workers whose message 
must be as persuasive as those that 
advertise tobacco products. 

Noncommunicable diseases are 
no longer just a matter for the indus
trialized countries. Most of the 
chronic, degenerative diseases are 
diseases of the second half of human 
!ife. They are bound to become more 
common as people live longer in the 
developing countries as well , as a re
sult of successes in the battle against 
communicable diseases. We have to 

accept that, if we decrease the inci
dence of death from one cause, it will 
inevitably increase from sorne other 
cause. In the end we have to die 
from something. Our task is to 
increase the healthy lifespan as far as 
possible. 

Prevention is always better 
Preventive health actions are al ways, 
in the long run, the most effective; 
the earlier you start treatment the 
better are the results. For more than 
a decade, WHO has been trying to 
develop an integrated approach to 
the prevention of different noncom
municable diseases through early 
detection and treatment. It makes 
sense to screen a population, not for 
one particular disease but for all 
those that mostly affect people in the 
second half of their lives, using an 
integrated system of diagnosis and 
treatment. 

The CINDI- Countrywide 
Integrated Noncommunicable 
Disease Intervention - Programme, 
the Inter-Health Programme and the 
MONICA Programme are closely 
related to each other. The WHO 
MONICA project (MONitoring of 
trends and determinants in Cardio
vascular disease) is a ten-year study 
which began in the mid-1980s ; the 
Inter-Health Programme is a global 
drive against lifestyles that are poten-
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tially harmful to health; and CINDI 
is rather more oriented towards the 
needs and problems of the developed 
countries, since it started in countries 
of Europe and the Americas which 
had more developed systems of 
public health services. 

But the principle is one and the 
same- protecting the health of cer
tain groups in the population, not 
only by detecting the diseases at an 
earl y stage but also by monitoring 
these groups in order to formulate the 
best approaches to prophylactic and 
treatment measures, while at the 
same time neutralizing the effect of 
the causative factors responsible for 
these relatively common diseases. • 
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Positive health information helps young people 
to avoid starting on the vicious circle of 
smoking. 


