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by using World Health Day (April T)

as a catalyst, countries will be able to
take a realistic look at these problems
and concentrate on rebuilding the
health system as the foundation of
disease surveillance and control.
Both the public and the private sec-
tors must be encouraged to research
and develop better techniques for
surveillance and control, and new
antibiotics to replace those which are

no longer effective.
We have to face the fact that

infectious diseases are a cofllmon
threat which demands urgent atten-
tion, especially at a time when people
all over the world are being brought
closer together by international travel
and trade. Communicable diseases

respect no frontiers. We must work
together globally to control them. I
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lel's work together to (ontrol
infedious diseoses

ntil quite recently there was a

widespread feeling that the
struggle against infectious

diseases was almost won. The means

of controlling most of them seemed

either available or discoverable
without undue difficulty. Spectacular
progress has indeed been made:
smallpox has been eradicated and six
other diseases will be eradicated or
eliminated soon. But, tragically, with
optimism came a false sense of
security, which has helped many
diseases to spread with alarming
rapidity.

Major diseases such as malaria
and tuberculosis are making a deadly
comeback in many parts of the
world. At the same time, diseases

such as plague, diphtheria, dengue,

meningococcal meningitis, yellow
feveq and cholera have reappeared as

public health threats in many coun-
tries, after many years of decline.

In addition, previously unknown
infectious diseases are emerging at

an unprecedented rate. In the last 20
years, more than 30 new and highly
infectious diseases have been identi-
fied. They include the virulent Ebola-
type haemorrhagic fever, HIV/AIDS
and hepatitis C. For many of these

diseases there is no treatment, cure or
vaccine.

Antibiotic resistance is another
important threat to human health
which has emerged during the last 20
years. Drugs which once could be

counted on for protection against
many infectious diseases are becom-
ing less and less useful as resistance
to them spreads. In addition, fewer
new antibiotics are being produced,
owing partly to the high costs of
development and licensing. As the
treatment of communicable diseases

becomes less effective, more people

need hospitalization, illnesses last
longer, treatment costs more and

absenteeism from school and work
increases.

There are many reasons for the
appearance of new diseases and the
resurgence of communicable dis-
eases once thought to be well under
control. These include the rapid
increase in international air travel
and the growth of mega-cities with
high population densities and inade-
quate safe water and sanitation. The
risk of foodborne diseases has been

heightened by the globalization of
trade and changes in the production,
handling and processing offood.
Environmental factors can lead to the
exposure of humans to previously
unknown diseases. For example, man
is destroying forests and moving into
previously remote animal and insect
habitats which carry high risks of
exposure to disease.

Meanwhile, in rich and poor
countries alike, resources for public
health are being reduced as limited
funds are spent on other priorities.
As a result, the appearance of new
diseases, the re-emergence of known
diseases, or the development of
antibiotic resistance may go un-
noticed until it is too late. A recent
striking example is the human im-
munodeficiency virus (HIV) which
was recognized only after it had
already infected large numbers of
people in many countries. If diseases

of epidemic potential are detected
early enough, epidemics and pan-
demics can be prevented in some

cases, in others minimized.
For these very pressing reasons,

the theme "Emerging Infectious
Diseases: Global alert, Global re-
sponse" has been chosen for World
Health Day 1997.It is my hope that, llimhi Nokoiimo, ltl.D., Ph.D.




