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I
n May 1995, the World Health 
Organization launched an entirely 
new annual report. Markedly 

different from any previous WHO 
report, its aim was to present an 
overview of global health, focusing 
on specific issues, and to help iden
tify priorities for funding in the field 
of health. 

The World Health Report 1995: 
Bridging the gaps contained three 
main chapters- a global assessment 
of human health, WHO's contribu
tions to human health, and a "chart
ing the future" chapter identifying 
priorities for action in health. It also 
contained a special chapter on the 
evolution of WHO. 

The report looked at the health of 
people at all stages of their life 
cycle, from infants and young chil
dren to adolescents , adults and the 
elderly. It strongly emphasized the 
role of poverty in contributing to the 
deaths of many millions of people 
worldwide, and to the burden of 
illness and disability borne by many 
millions of others. It drew particular 
attention to the widening gaps in 
health and access to health care 
between rich and poor; gaps both 
between countries and within coun
tries. Such gaps, the report said, 
were literally matters of life and 
death for many millions of people, 
since the poor paid the price of 
social inequality with their health. 

May 1996 saw the publication of 
The World Health Report 1996: 
Fighting disease , Fostering develop
ment, which had a special focus on 
infectious diseases. These were 
examined under their modes of 
transmission - whether they were 
spread from person to person, 
through contaminated food, water or 
soil, through insects and other vec
tors, or from animals. Their impact 
on specific age groups, as in the 

1995 Report, was also examined. 
Here again the report identified 
priorities for action by the interna
tional community, whether in terms 
of "old" diseases, such as malaria 
and tuberculosis, or "new" diseases 
and problems such as the emergence 
of Ebola and other deadly viruses, 
and the spread of antibiotic-resistant 
infections. These priorities are 
further emphasized by World Health 
Day 1997- 7 April- devoted to 
emerging and re-emerging infectious 
diseases , with the slogan "Global 
Alert, Global Preparedness" , as well 
as by the January-February 1997 
issue of World Health published to 
mark this occas ion. 

The World Health Report 1997 
will be published on the first day of 
the World Health Assembly in May 
1997. This time, its special focus is 
on chronic and debilitating noncom
municable diseases, such as cancers, 
circulatory diseases, diabetes and 
mental disorders. This focus is a 
logical development from the first 
two reports: having identified 
poverty and inequality in the first, 
and the impact of infectious diseases 
in the second, the third report shows 
the growing importance of chronic 
diseases to both developed and 
developing countries in the context 
of an ageing global population. 

Generally, chronic diseases have 
been regarded as essentially prob
lems of the industrialized world, but 
they are becoming more and more a 
threat in lower-income countries 
where life expectancy is growing 
and some risky "Western" lifestyles 
-especially smoking and unhealthy 
diet-are increasingly being adopted. 

The report outlines the effects of 
diseases on the individual, and the 
possibilities for tackling them with 
existing and potential medicines, 
vaccines and treatments. It also 
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shows how health promotion and 
health education are helping to 
prevent chronic diseases, and covers 
issues of rehabilitation, palliative 
care, ethics and social justice. 

Just as the report has an interna
tional audience, preparing it is an 
international effort, involving all of 
WHO's regional offices, together 
with an extensive network of collab
orating centres and nongovernmen
tal organizations, and making use of 
data provided by WHO Member 
States and other sources. 

The highest degree of O((uracy 

Virtually every WHO programme 
contributes to the report, by supply
ing technical information and sum
maries of their work in the preceding 
year, and by checking all data used, 
to ensure the highest possible degree 
of accuracy. 

The report is published by WHO 
in Chinese, English, French and 
Russian. An Arabic edition is being 
published by WHO's Regional 
Office for the Eastern Mediterranean 
in Alexandria, with support from the 
Arab Centre for Medical Literature 
in Kuwait. In addition , the World 
Health Report is published outside 
WHO in German (by Kilian Verlag 
GmbH, Schuhmarkt 5, 35037 
Marburg, Germany) and Japanese 
(by the International Centre for 
Medical Research, Kobe University 
School of Medicine, Kusunoki 7-5-
1, Chuo-ku, Kobe 650, Japan). 

Full information about The World 
Health Report can be found on the 
WHO Home Page on the Internet, 
http://www. who.ch. • 

Mr Muthu Subramanian is Project Manager of 
the Office of World Health Reporting, WHO, 
I 2 I I Geneva 27, Switzerland. 


