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Early work by WHO 

WHO act iv i ty  i n  the f i e l d  of a i r  pollution star ted In 1955 when the 

'JHO Regional Coamdttee f o r  Europe recognized it as a serious problem and 
concluded tha t  a combined e f fo r t  by the countries of Europe was I.equired 

fo r  i ts  solution. The recommendations of tha t  Comaittee led  to the Con- 

ference on Public Health Aspects of ALP Pollution convened by WHO i n  W.m 

In November 1957. Twenty-one Zuropean countries participated in this 

f l ss tmeet ing of i ts  kind i n  ~"urope, Observers also attended from the 

United States, the European Coal and Stee l  Community and the Organixetion 

fo r  European Econonric Cooperation, The Conference considered the s a d t a r y  

engineering problems involved in the prevention of a i r  pollution as well 

as the pubUc health and administrative aspects, 

Hany of the participants confirmed, by str iking examples of ill effects 

on man, animals and plants, tha t  a i r  pollution was a serious and Wficult 

problem in the i r  countries, and one tha t  was rapidly getting worse, Although 

Jack of conclusive proof of' a direct relationship between a i r  pollution and 

deleterious effects  on hman health and well-being was considered a serFous 

hsndicap t o  effective action, the Conference was sa t ief ied  tha t  there mas 

su f f i c lm t  infomation available to fo r  -&ate control meaeures. 
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ljmnediately following the Milan Conference, the f ~ r s t  meeting of an 

Expert Comnittee devoted to a i r  pollution was convened in Geneva i n  

dovember 1957. Thus, s ta tes  the report of th is  meeting, "the World 

Health Organization recognizing f b  respons~bi l i ty  in the matter of a i r  

pollution as a t h r e s t t o  the health and well-being of peoples throughout 

the world, took i t s  f l r s t  steps t o  marshal the fac ts  and t o  suggest pro- 

cedures by which preventiye and remedial action may be taken by its member 

countries before serious harm i s  done t o  the health of t h e i r  people1'. 

The Expert Committee discussed the nature and causes of the problem, 

methods f o r  measuring pollutants in the ambient a i r ,  the effects of a i r  

pollution and the need f o r  prevention and control measures, The effects  

of a i r  pollution were h n d e d  into four categories, namely (1) effects  

upon human health, (2)  effects upon animals, (3 )  effects  upon vegetation 

and (4) economic an?'. sociological effects,  However, it was the primary 

concern of the Ccnnmittee t o  consider the relationship of a i r  pollution t o  

human health. 

That Expert Committee made many specific recommendations relat ive t o  

(1) standardization, ( 2 )  research, (3 )  collection and dissermnation of 

information, (k) administration and legislation, (5) tramling, ( 6 )  education 

of the public, and. (7 )  publication of a monograph. The l a s t  reomendation 

Aed t o  the publication i n  1961 of :JHO Monograph ~$0.46, ent i t led  " A i r  Pollutionn, 

a 432-page reference consisting of I& chapters, contributed by experts from * 7 countries. 

fi  1959, the WHO Regional Office f o r  Europe star ted a study t o  determine 

methods fo r  relating non-specific disease states with a i r  pollution. F m  
this it became clear  tha t  there was a widespread but rather uncoordinated 

interest in the epidemiology of air pollution, and some preliminary conclusioryr 

were drawn f m  an international symposium held a t  Copenhagen i n  December 1960, 

The Eighth European Seminar f o r  Sanitary Sngineers was also ent i re ly  

&voted to- the subject of air pollution. This meeting, which took place 

a t  Brussels in October 1762, provided a forum fo r  the exchange of information 
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on technical and administrative measures f o r  the p r e v e n t i ~ ~ ~ ,  evaluation 

and abatement of a i r  pollution f o r  the participants of the nlneteen countries 

represented. On the basis of specially prepared documentation, the 

Seminar identified the main a i r  pollution problems in Europe and the i r  

causes, reviewed programmes and control measures enforced in  European 

countries, methodology f o r  surveys and p o l l ~ t a n t  meesurement procedures, 

and legislat ive and adminirjtrative control measures, 

Activities since 1363 

The lack of general agreement on fundamental principles on which t o  

base maximum perrmssible a i r  pollution levels  was discussed a t  another 

meeting which also dealt  with the rationale f o r  a i r  quality cr i ter ia .  

In reviewing the situation as  regards standards fo r  a i r  quality, it became 

apparent tha t  although several governments had adopted such stand&rds, they 

varied widely because they had been based on different guides and criteria. 

Though no guide o r  cr i ter ion was formulated, certain important principles 

were agreed upon, and the c r i t e r i a  adopted by some countries t o  assess a i r  

quality, as it relates t o  human health, property and the environment in 

general, were reviewed. The role of epidemiological axid aerometric survey8 

in %he hevelopnent of grcides to  a i r  quality and the role of effects  such 88 

danrage to yegetation, soiling of surfaces and v i s i b i l i t y  reduction were ale0 

1963 a second Expert Committee on a i r  pollution was convened by WHO. 

reviewel! the report of the afore=-mentioned meeting oh a&r 

c r i t e r i a  and g u i d ~ s ,  endorsed its general approach to the hbjeat 

particular, the p rhc ip les  and definitions of c r i t e r i a  and guides 

t o  a i r  quality, i.e, 

C r i t e r i a  f o r  guides t o  a i r  quality are the tests which p e d t  
the determination of the  nature and magnitude of the effects  of 
a i r  pollution on man a~ld his  environment; 

h i d e s  to  a i r  quality are se t s  of concenkratioas and exposure 
times that are associated with specFfic effects of vaxy iq  degrees 
of air pollution on man, animals, vegetation and on the environment 
i n  general, 



The C d t t e e  f e l t  tha t  internationally agreed guides to a i r  quality 

were desirable aid should be s e t  up as soon as feasible. It stressed tha t  

pollution of the a i r  by biologically harmful substances resulting.from 

manrs ac t iv i t ies  should be avoided to  the meximxa extent possible. Con- 

cerning d s s i o n  standards, the Camittee s tated tha t  ninternational stan- 
dardization of emissions of poilutants is v l r t u d l y  unattainable and the 

prescription of such standards must be l e f t  t o  the discretion of individual 

governments o r  local  aadmimstrative authoritiesn. 

In r e v i e w  progress made in air pollution control, the Committee 

noted t ha t  a number of countries had m the l a s t  few years passed new legis- 

lation, tha t  technical means fo r  control had advanced, tha t  methods f o r  

monitoring atmospheric pollutants, especially stack emissions, had improved, 

tha t  heating instal lat ions in urban d i s t r i c t s  were being operated more effi- 

ciently, and tha t  town planning, improved t r a f f i c  regulations and meteoro- 

logical  wamdng systems had a l l  tended t o  keep down a i r  pollution i n  the l a s t  

years. 

The Committee noted the need for  controlling automobile and diesel  

exhaust gases as well as the pollution caused by the combustion of coal. 

It was recogn~zed that international collaboration was desirable f o r  the 

resolution of a i r  pollution problems associated with motor vehicles, the 

elimination of sulfur dioxide from flue gases, and meteorological conditions, 

t o  investigate the loss of working hours from ill-health caused by a i r  pol- 

lution, to elaborate methods fo r  treating or  burning coal in developing 

countries and to  disseminate i n f o m t i o n  on a i r  pollution control. 

The Committee made specific recommendations on research, on research 

coordination, co-operative studies on the epidemiological effects  of air 

pollution and commended the 'EIO practice of awarding fellowships f o r  labo- 

ratory and f i e l d  work. Further stcdy was recommended on internationally 

acceptable guides f o r  a l r  quality, and it was proposed tha t  a glossary of 

tenas used in a i r  pollution control work be prepared, 



The m y  recommendations of this C o m t t e e  led among other things t o  

a serles  of scientific group meetings and, although these scient if ic  groups 

discussed various facets of environmental pollution, a i r  pollution received 

considerable attention. 

Methods and procedures were discussed for  providing a sc ient i f ic  basis 

fo r  regulations to  prevent long-term effects on health from a i r  and water 

pollutants. Long-term effects  were defined as the effects  of accumulation 

and storage of pollutants; the delayed o r  insidious effects of relat ively 

high concentrations of pollutants, the contributory or accelerating role of 

pollutants i n  the development of chroruc diseases, i n  aging and life-shortening; 

the =-reversible, prolonged or repeated impairment m important body f'unotions; 

changes producfdin i m o l o g y  o r  other body defences, and i n  the transmissible 

genetic material of the body. The long-term effects of a i r  pollutants in- 

haled into the respiratory system recelved special attention, the most important 

long-term effect being the presumed correlation between pollution and chronic 

non-speclflc lung disease. 

The p m c i p a l  purposes of a i r  pollution measurement were defined: ta 

make a pre lb inary  assessment of pollution problems, t o  identify sources 

of pollution, t o  estimate health effects, t o  assess a r  pollution in relation 

t o  weather, t o  evaluate the effects  of controlmeasures, to  guide e c o n d c  

planning and mlopment .  Measurements were also vital f o r  the developoent 

of a i r  quality c r i t e r i a  and guides. 

In reviewing analyt1oal methods, the jmportance of simple, sensitive and 

especially specific methods was emphasized. *Jhile apparatus f o r  some of the 

new analytical procedures was expensive, savings i n  manpower and the resulting 

bproved specificity and sensi t ivi tv i n  masurements might just* the high 

cost of certain new equipment. In th i s  connedon, kJHO was reconrmsnded t o  

publish monographs present- rel iable methods f o r  the measurement of individual 

pollutwtsthought to be important f o r  public health, Such monographs are now 

in preparation, w h i b  a guide t o  the selection of methods f o r  measuring air 

pollutants (the f i r s t  draft of which was presented t o  one of the sc ient i f ic  

groups) is now i n  press. 



Bearxng in mind the recommendatxons of the 1963 Expert Comrmttee 

and of the various scientific groups concerning motor vehcles exhausts, 

a report on the public health aspects of air pollutron from dlesel 

vehicles was publxshed In 1967. This dealt with fuels and their com- 

bustion products, the effects of lnconipletc combustion, the bfferences 

between petrol and dlesel engines; rt compared petrol and diesel engines 

as regards thejr air-polluting tendencies, and explained the health 

implications of dlesel engine emlsslons and how to prevent such emssions. 

The Expert Committee on alr pollution organxzed by WHO in 1968, on the 
other hand, considered in detail urban air pollutants emitted by motor 

vehicles, and reviewed methods for sampling and analysing these pollutants, 

their health effects, their effects on the environment, and gudes to air 

quallty, as well as control methods and their efficiency. 

The Inter-Regional Seminar on Air Pollutlon Control 1967 

Tralning ln techniques to combat special health problems has always 

been a tenet of the Organization's programme. Air pollution control is 

no exception. A recent example of a group-trainxng actlvltg was the 

Inter-Regional Sermnar on Alr Pollutlon Control, convened by WHO in colla- 

boratxon with the Govemnt of the USSR in Moscow and Volgograd in 1967. 

Five WHO Reglons were represented at this Senunar which covered: general 

and organlzatlonal problems, meteorological problems In air pollution control, 

criteria and guides to air quality, air pollution surveys and methods of 

measurement, health effects of alr pollution, and axr pollution control 

technology. A report on t h s  Seminar has been prepared for distribution 

to all partxclpants and other interested persons and institutions, 

The WHO Internatxonal Reference Centre on Air Pollution 

As part of ~ t s  research programme, at the end of 1967 WHO established an 

Intern&tlonal Reference Centre on Air Pollution, and a number of regional and 

national reference centres and collaborating laboratories are now being desig- 

nated to form,together, a world network of institutions. The functions of 

the IRC are to advise on research results regardmg the health effects of air 



pollution, on the organization of a l r  pollution surveys, on the identification 

and measurement of a r  pollutants and on control methods. It -1 pmvide 

consultant services on research and technical problems, it ui11 carry out 

research on behalf of WHO, coordinate research and evaluate the results obtained 

by the collaborating laboratories an& natlonal institutions, and advise WHO on 

new research needs, Uith the assistance of collaborating laboratories and 

national institutions, ~t will elaborate methods fo r  identFfying and measuring 
a i r  pallutants and organize and coordinate inter-laboratory comparisons on the 

use of such methods. It w i l l  t r a in  mdxvidual special is ts  and organize $ntelc 

national, regional and national training courses i n  a i r  pollution contml, - 
A s  a f i r s t  task, the I R C  has undertaken a c r i t i c a l  review of a number of 

methods fo r  measuring m r  pollutants, 

WHO Regional Pmgrarmnes 

A s  already mentioned, the Regional Office fo r  Europe began a detailed study 

on the health effects  of the problem In 1959; i n  1962 the Eighth European 

Seminar fo r  Sraiitary Engineers was devoted entirely t o  control methods and 

technology, while another European symposium on the health effects  of a i r  

pollution took place i n  November 1968, whch reviewed and discussed the trend 

of a i r  pollution i n  Europe, methods for  sampling and assessing the extent of 

pollution, the health effects  and the establishment of guides and c r i t e r i a  

fo r  ambient a i r  quality standards. 

In the Region of the Amencas, work on a i r  pollution star ted relatively 

recently. While much valuable research and practical control work has been 

done in the USA, as t o  constitute a model of ~ t s  kind, the problem is just 

emerging i n  Latin America. Thus a t  a meeting of the Directing Council of the 

Pan-American Health Organization i n  1965, a resolution was unanimously approved 

recomnding Ministries of Health t o  take up the problem and requesting the 

PAHO t o  grant technical assistance i n  th i s  field. Shortly afterwards, a 

plan was drawn up fo r  rnonltoring a i r  pollution m urban areas throughout the 

Region. This surveillance network i s  now in operation- linking ten large c i t i e s  

spread over nine countries. In the meantime, some a i r  pollution research 



work had been conducted by the  Institute of Occupational Health and A i r  Pollution 

Research a t  Santiago de Chile, an establishment created by the ' ~ P / S F  and f o r  

which WHO had been the  Executing Agancy. 

T-us Sc,,inar has in fact been planncd to look Into -the ~ c r l o u s  all- 

pollutlon prol>lems t lmt are becorn?_% rnan~fesz In the Zes-cern Mediterranean 

Region, 

A s  f o r  the  South-East Cslan Re-on, some work on a i r  pollution has been 

conducted since the i n c e p t ~ o n  of the  Central Public Health Engineering Research 

Ins t i t u t e ,  another UNDP/SF establishment f o r  which '&-I0 was Executmg Agency. 

This s ide  of the  Ins tx tu te l s  work wlll lncrease in importance now that a i r  

pollutlon problems a re  s t a r t i nq  LO cause concern i n  India and other countries 

of the  Region, 

Technical Assistance t o  member countries -- A 

Assistance t o  ind~viclualN.7.mber Governments is  a t r ad i t i ona l  function of 

WHO and in the f i e l d  of a i r  pol lut ion the Organieatxon has since 1960 provided 

such ass i s tv lce  t o  a rnunber of countries mcluding: i n  the  European Region - 
t o  Turkey, Hungary and Yugoslavia; m the Eastern Mediterranean Region - t o  

Kuwait, Iran, Cyprus, Lebanon and I s rae l ;  in the b e n c a s  - t o  Argentina, 

B r a z i l  and Chile, and i n  1dPXO - t o  Japan and Talwan, 

CoUaboratxon m t h  other agencles 

Ls i n  other face ts  of i t s  programme, XI0 has f o r  some ten years been col- 

laborating m t h  various internat ional  bodies i n  the matter of a i r  pollution - 
with the  Specialized lrgencies and t h e i r  reqxonal comissions, with other  in te r -  

governmental organizations and with a number of non-governmental organJzations 

concerned with speclf ic  technical  aspects of  the  a i r  pollutlon problem. 

In  1965 WHO presented a report  t o  the  ECOSOC on ennronmental pollution - 
a report  t h a t  had been prepared m cooperation wit!? I L O ,  U I T  FAO, 

U i W C O ,  W and 11 fur ther  study on the  questlon was requested by 

the Council, and t h l s  was prepared and presented t o  the 1967 Session of the  

U,i Advisorj Committee on Science and Technology and t o  the 1966 sessions of 



the ECOSOC. It is  t o  be noted tha t  a t  these sessions a resolution was 
unanimously approved by the Council calling upon the IJN to convene an inter- 

national conference on problems of pollution of the human environment, 

Another cogent lnstanoe cf WHO collaboration w i t h  other UH agencies is 

its work withFIMO, m particular with the working group on atmospheric pollution 

and atmospheric chemistry of the LfMo Commission on Atmospheric Sciences; the 

f i r s t  meetin.: of t h i s  group, in fact,  endorsed the 'W recommended units f o r  

expressing the resul ts  of a i r  pollution measuremants. i?iO co-sponsored 

with the WMl the Symposium on Urban Cllmates and B u i l w  Climatology, held 

in Bmssels i n  October 1968, 

MHO, together w i t h  the UN and the FAO, participated in the UNESCO Con- 

ference on Resources of the Biosphere (Paris, September 1968) and presented 

a paper on problems of the deterioration of the environment (air* water and 

so i l ) ,  

WHO participates regularly i n  the work of various groups and meetings 

concerned with a i r  pollution organized by the U&, the E c o n d c  Conmission 

f o r  ~ u r b ~ e ,  and the Economic C d s s i o n  fo r  Asia and the Far East. 

'd'H0 has constant and continual contacts w i t h  the 0ECI). In 1964 WHO 

also pmviied considerable assistance to  the Council of Europe in pLanniag 

and organiaing a European Conference on A i r  Pollution, 

The International Union of Pure an& Applied Chemistry and the Inter- 

national Union of Local Authorities are the non-governmental organisations 

most directly concerned w i t h  a i r  pollution, and the miiC i n  particular haa 

been represented a t W 0  expert committees and sc ient i f ic  group. WHO is 
a l s o  i n  contact with various international unions and associations (e.g, 

the International Union of k i r  Pollution Prevention Associations, the National 

Society f o r  Clean k i r  of the United Kingdom, and the A i r  Pollution Control 

Association of the USA, etc.). 
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In the course 7f the next f ive  years, the Environmental Pollution 

U n i t  w f l l  concentrate on the following aspects 3f i ts  long-term programme: 

i. systematic investigations into and compilation of data on environ- 
mental pollution ui selected countries by consultants and thraugh 
technical meetings, designed t n  identify common problems and the 
type of WHO assistanca needed; 

ii. the establishment and development of internat imal ,  r e ~ i o n a l  and 
national reference centres and collaborating laboratomes i n  
environmental pollution ( a l r  pollution, ennronmental radioactivity, 
water quality); 

iii. establishment and development of applied research ins t i tu tes  (such 
as the Central Publ-ic Xeealth Sngineering Reeearch Inst i tute ,  Nagpur, 
India) i n  other NHO Regions (particularly Africa) t o  serva as  centres 
f o r  applied research and deve lopn t ,  a s  focal points f o r  operational 
ac t iv i ty  or  consulting services, f o r  country-wide dissemination of 
technical information on environmental health, and f o r  specialized 
training ; 

iv, establishment and development a t  Headquarters of an information service 
on work i n  environmental pollution carried out by Govenrments of' 
Member States and other national and international organizations. 

Mom specifically in the f i e l d  cf a i r  pollution the Unit w i l l  be 

conceqed with: 

a. set t ing up tentative c r i t e r i a  and guides to a i r  q u d i t y j  

b. promoting and conducting studies in to  the effects  of a i r  pollution 
on human health and the environment, and on epidemiological methods 
of investigation; 

c, preparing guides t o  the selection of suitable methods of assessing 
and controlling a i r  pollution, and assistxng in apply5ng such 
methods. 
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