
"Unprecedented chal-
lenges face the youth 
of today", said Dr 
Hiroshi N akaj ima, 
Director-General of 

WHO, in a message to the World 
Assembly of Youth last 
December . And he added that 
young people may be given 
opportunities ''to demonstrate 
their creativity, energy and 
commitment to solving their own 
problems and helping to build a 
healthy future for the entire com
munity in which they live ." 

In a time when more than half 
the world's population is below 
the age of 25 and 30% between 
the ages of 10 and 25, of whom 
80% live in developing countries, 
existing patterns of behaviour 
may well not be valid any more 
and it is especially hard for older 
people to guide the young. Much 
depends on these to create new 
pathways to development within 
the context of existing cultural 
values, but also much depends on 
the spirit of collaboration that 
different generations will be able 
to foster among one another . Fun
damental to the emergence of this 
new type of society is the health 
of youth. 

The transition from child to 
adult has never before taken 
place in a period of such dramatic 
change, be it the extraordinary 
increase in the world's popu
lation, the accelerated urbanis
ation which has accompanied it, 
and the technological revolutions 
in communications and travel that 
have almost overnight created 
conditions never seen before . 

For many years the health of 
young people has been neglected 
because these were considered 
to be relatively free from diseases 
and less vulnerable than young 
children or older people. 
However, they are highly vulner
able to social conditions which 
have changed so markedly in 
contemporary times and their 
health is threatened in many ways 
by new lifestyles . They have to 
face such hazards as unwanted or 
too early pregnancies, sexually 
transmitted diseases and AIDS, 
tobacco, alcohol and drug use, 
and accidents and injuries 
stemming in part from risk-taking 
behaviours. At the same time, the 
enormous competitive pressures 
for economic and educational 
opportunities may be leading 
them to more psychological dis
orders and even to suicidal 
behaviour. 
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But, just as hazards are 
unprecendented, so is the willing
ness of young people to give their 
time and energy to improving the 
surrounding world, and in many 
instances the health of their fam
ilies and communities. Such 
commitment to social develop
ment and to promoting the health 
of other people is a value that 
deserves to be capitalised upon 
more than any other. It improves 
the well-being of young people 
by enhancing their self-esteem 
and the rewards that come from a 
sense of accomplishment , it offers 
a constructive rather than a 
destructive channel for their 
energy, and it provides an oppor
tunity to experience healthy and 
responsible interactions among 
generations. 

Young people are willing and 
able to take greater responsibility 
for their health and their lives, but 
whether they do so is heavily 

dependent on the behaviour of 
others. How well we listen, how 
well we respond to their needs, 
how much we trust them, how 
much we facilitate their action; 
that is the challenge to society and 
that is the urgent choice which 
those who are past youth must 
make. The purpose must be to 
focus the attention of the world on 
how we can help youth to choose 
health, and in so doing give health 
to all. 

In this issue of World Health, 
published on the occasion of the 
Technical Discussions on the 

A street in Baghdad. Young people everywhere must 
be given opportunities to build a healthy future. 
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health of youth, to be held next 
May during the Forty-Second 
World Health Assembly, we 
intentionally do not tackle the 
health problems of young people . 
We have preferred to emphasise 
the importance for the world 's 
health of effectively communicat
ing with them as well as of involv
ing them in health actions in this 
time of rapid demographic 
change. 

We also think that young 
people can best speak for them
selves, so the heart of this issue of 
World Health consists of articles 
written by young people from 
different parts of the world as a 
result of an essay competition 
launched by WHO with the coop
eration of the World Assembly of 
Youth, the World Association of 
Girl Guides and Girl Scouts, and 
the World Organization of the 
Scout Movement • 


