
Space around 
the houses 
matters too 

Two members of the Soviet Union's General and Municipal Hygiene 
Research Institute examine the medical criteria for the quality of 
city living, and suggest WHO might develop a special programme 

by Yuri Gubernski and Nikolai Litvinov 

lthough towns and cities cur
rently occupy only 0.3 per 
cent of the area of the globe, 

more than 40 per cent of the popu
lation of the planet is concentrated 
in them. In the United States 150 
million people, or nearly two-thirds 
of the country's population, are 
town-dwellers, while the compar
able figure for the Soviet Union is 
around 70 per cent of the popula
tion. According to UN data, about 
half the population of the planet 
will live in towns by the year 2000. 
Projections for 2025 are truly stag
gering : Mexico City with over 30 
million, and both Lagos and Dhaka 
with some 25 million. 

The concentration of the popula
tion in large towns, and especially 
in very large cities, has many nega
tive effects on health and hygiene, 
and on town planning. The pace of 
life is intense, people are divorced 
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from the natural environment, the 
space for recreation is limited, and 
it is hard to ensure wholesome air 
and an agreeable " micro-climate " 
in the home. All these factors 
adversely affect health. 

The Soviet Union's policy is to 
restrict the growth of large towns 
and major cities. Our research 
shows that healthy living conditions 
are best found in small and 
medium-sized towns with no more 
than 300,000 residents . Town plan
ning measures with this aim in view 
are undoubtedly promising. But 
creating the best possible urban 
environment is not just a matter of 
limiting city growth. It also involves 
creating outer-urban and rural 
agglomerations that depend on the 
large towns and cities. 

Let us consider the medical 
criteria that can be applied to the 
quality of the urban and home envi-

ronments and can form the basis of 
a hygienic approach to illness pre
vention. Town planning decisions 
should provide the most favourable 
conditions for the life, work and 
recreation of the residents. This can 
be done by setting aside areas for 
different purposes (industrial, resi
dential, municipal and recrea
tional), by siting these areas ration
ally in the town plan, and by mak
ing them as pleasant as possible. 

The lack of in-town building land 
for residential purposes has resulted 
in recent years in a tendency to step 
up the number of storeys in build
ings and to increase housing density. 
The green spaces are thus reduced 

Old housing comes down and new 
apartments rise in its place in a Soviet 
city. 
Photo W HO!T. Farkas 
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in size, and there are fewer play
grounds and recreation grounds 
for children and adolescents, and 
fewer sports grounds. 

As the average life span lengthens, 
the relative numbers of the elderly 
increase. But in the new towns, there 
is also an increase in the relative 
size of the juvenile and adolescent 
age groups. These are the very 
population groups who make most 
active use of "the space around the 
houses". Moreover, we know that 
increasing housing and population 
density leads to a higher sickness 
rate from communicable diseases 
among youngsters and adults. All 
these factors point to a need for 
stricter health-oriented regulations 
on the size of the areas around 
homes and on building density. 

Present and future town planning 
decisions have a key role to play in 
the formation of the urban environ
ment, so it is vital to determine a 
scientific basis for setting standards 
and recommending actions that will 
avert any possible adverse effects 
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of human activity on the environ
ment and on health. 

The medical aspects of town 
planning and of the formation of 
the urban environment are insepar
able from the health aspects of the 
home, or of the "dwel1ing environ
ment" as it has recently come to be 
known in the specialist literature. 
The concept of housing can no 
longer be restricted to the mere 
building of walls. As defined by 
WHO, it goes further than the dwell
ing and takes in not only the house 
yard but also the "micro-district," 
the residential area district and all 
the related services and facilities. 

The "dwelling environment" is 
necessarily artificial, since con
scious human activity has a decisive 
role in creating it, and today it has 
to satisfy an increased number of 
needs-activities in the home con
nected with work, participation in 
social life, study and self-education, 
cultural development, socialising, 
entertainment and recreation, in
cluding keep-fit activity and sports. 

A view of Baku, on the Caspian Sea, 
by night. Soviet planners recognise that 
the concentration of people in big 
towns has negative effects on health 
and hygiene. 

Right: Artificial sunlight helps to com
pensate these children for the Jack of 
sun during the long polar winter. 
Photos W HO!T. Farkas 

The constantly changing nature of 
the environment, its inner dyna
mism, poses special problems and 
may have positive or negative 
effects on the environment. 

Many of the health problems that 
arise can only be effectively solved, 
in our opinion, by adopting a com
mon approach in which health pro
fessionals, architects and town plan
ners work together to study how 
the environment of built-up areas is 
formed, and how humans interact 
with the home environment. 

It is difficult to make a total 
assessment of the quality of the 
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home environment that is required 
to ensure a healthy lifestyle 
because only a proportion of the 
demands made on the environment 
arise from the physiological needs 
of the human organism. Those 
needs form the basis, for example, 
for framing regulations and health 
legislation on permissible levels of 
air pollution or noise, or on insu
lation and the micro-climate. How
ever, the sociological and health 
requirements that largely deter
mine the lifestyle of cities and that, 
in the final analysis, have a decisive 
effect on human health are of a 
completely different nature. 

So a comprehensive sociological 
and health-oriented assessment of 
the quality of the home environ
ment is vital if we wish to contrast 
different areas within one town, to 
study how best to take timely steps 
to satisfy the demands of various 
population groups (adults, children, 
pensioners) , to establish the sever
ity of actual adverse effects on 
human health, to determine the 
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relationship between positive and 
negative factors in the home envi
ronment and to measure the effect 
of that balance on the population's 
health. 

The health and medical criteria of 
the quality of the city and the home 
environment are of particular im
portance because they are the basis 
for the hygienic approach to disease 
prevention- the approach that has 
particularly been chosen by the 
Soviet Union. 

On the basis of the experience 
already gained, we would suggest 
that the conditions are now ripe for 
WHO to develop an international 
medical and biological programme 
for the prevention of the adverse 
effects of the urbanisation process 
on human health. Such a pro
gramme would make a significant 
contribution to WHO's efforts -to 
solve the problems of the environ
ment and human health-and would 
be especially appropriate as we 
reach the end of the twentieth cen
tury and enter the twenty-first. • 

r 
WHO and IYSH: 
implications for health 

s a contribution to the In
ternational Year of Shelter 
for the Homeless, WHO 

last month convened an inter-
regional consultation in Geneva 
on "Housing-the implications 
for health". Participants, who 
included goverment officials ex
perienced in health promotion, 
housing, town planning and 
sommunity participation, re
viewed the global situation of 
housing and health. They iden
tified a set of public health prin
ciples for housing, and drew up 
recommendations on the most 
promising lines of action to be 
taken by governments, com
munity groups and international 
agencies. 

wHo has also commissioned 
a series of case studies which 
examined national experiences 
in the fields of health and 
habitat. These studies have al
ready been completed on 
Brazil, Ethiopia, Ghana. India, 
Peru, Philippines and Sri Lanka. 

Another IYSH project calls for 
WHO to eo-produce with the UN 

Environment Programme (UNEP) 

a set of information and 
gu ideline documents. A panel 
of technical experts identified 
among the most crucial aspects 
of housing and urban planning : 
urbanisation and its implications 
for child health, child survival in 
or near cities, upgrading the 
environment in low-income set
tlements, community interven
tion for insect and rodent con-

:trol, the indoor environment. 
access to life-saving services in 
the cities, and surface water 
drainage in big towns. • 
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