
Global EcoHealth Network Launched At Site of The Broad
Street Pump

I t was not a pilgrimage which drew a group of mainly
Aust ralian people to the Broad Street pump in Soho on
April 22nd 1997 - although it was inspiring to see the

replica of the pump and to visit the John Snow pub nearby
with its memorabilia and descriptions of the events of 1854.
The gathering in fact represented the launch of the Global
EcoHealth Network.

The foundation convenors of the Network were looking to
Dr John Snow as their mentor in meeting the challenge of
their colleagues. For example McMichael; argued in his
book Planetary Overload that we can no longer take the
survival of the human species for granted, that a dramatic
rise in morta lity and morbidity rates is possible in the next
century and that unless we fake action, the current
improvements in population health may become short-lived.
"To promote sustainable health amongst the world's people,
com mitted actions will be required to promote the
sustainable health of the Earth,"

When Emeritus Professor of Epidemiology and Community
Medicine at the University of Ottawa, John Last",
summarised the literature on the impact of global
environmental change on human health, he said, "We have
very little time left in which to restore the vitality of the
earth," He challenged us further by saying, "judging by the
scarcity of comment on the subject in medical journals,
widespread public anxiety about the environment is not
shared by many members of the medical profession.".

As long ago as 1976 Marc Lalonde", in his address to the
American Public Health Association, made comments on
what he felt would be the fundamental determinant of our
health in the long term ; "I am thinking of the ecological,
energy and resource limitations of this planet ...1 know this
matter goes will beyond the normal terms of reference of
the health professional ... but as people who are manifestly
concerned with the wellbeing of their fellow men and
women, 1 would urge you to extend your mandate to future
generations and to support the analysis and action necessary
to ensure their survival ."

In response to these challenges the Global EcoHealth
Network was launched whilst reflecting on the task that
faced Dr John Snow.

One hundred and forty years ago, cho lera was considered
by the lead ing medical and scienti fic community to be
caused by a miasma, an emanation of noxious air, which
had nothing to do with the drinking water. The following

poem displayed on the wall of the John Snow pub conveys
the atmosphere.

The Miasma Song

It comes creeping
While you're sleeping
Rising from the dirt and grime
Odours rising, not surprising
Miasma in dust and slime

Science beckons, you ignore it
We have moved on since the Greeks
Look to water for the vector
Disease lies there for him who seeks

It comes quickly
Then you're sickly
Stomach aches and sickness comes
Miasma's there, the stench lies thickly
But only in the streets of slums

It comes only
And then so slowly
From the squalor of our streets
There the sewage drains down leats
And victims come from classes lowly

It is especially important to reflect that Snow was
successfully able to act even without 100% certainty or a
complete biological explanation. Nor did Snow act alone.
He was able to persuade the loca l council to remove the
pump handle. There is no ev idence of any riot or
disturbance when this happened - even though the Broad St
pump was favoured by some for its taste. Though we don't
know how Dr Snow was able to gain support from the local
people it is tempt ing to specu late that he showed some of
them his evidence. Perhaps he showed them one of the
maps he had drawn. It is possible the non-scientific people,
who had not been trained to believe the miasma theory,
were able to understand Snow's arguments better than his
medical and scientific peers. By supporting someone with a
new idea there were no reputations to lose and no blinkers
to remove.

There are simi larities with today's public health issues.
Though there are many scien tists, especia lly non-medical,
who are grave ly concerned about the environmental crisis
our planet faces, it is still true to say that this has not yet
translated into a strong scientific lobby for globally
sustainable policies . The medical profession has been

Snow's Field J une 1997 Page 5



especially slow at taking serious ly the health concerns of
continued environmental degrada tion that is the risk to
human health.

In the foreground from left /0 right is Westminster City Council/or,
Ann Mallinson who is launching the global Ecolieattn Network by
cutting through the ribbon of unsustainable consumption (made from
an easter egg car/on and scraps of paper), Professor John
Gui//iebaud, Dr Bret Hart, Dr Colin Butler, Professor Tony
McMichael and Dr Nick Zafos.

Where medical doctors have recognised a problem they
have sometimes been very shy in recommending what to do
about it. For example, an article in last year's Journal of the
American Medical Association ;' discussed the challenge of
new infectious diseases from global change . But its
principal recommendation was to establish a better
surveillance system! Foundation co-convenor Dr Colin
Butler felt this was analogous to someone on board the
Titanic recommending a detailed documentary be made of
the collision with the iceberg. "The iceberg is in sight. Not
only do we have to use the new technology to save us - at
the time of the Titanic it was the wireless, now it is the
Internet - but we also have to contribute to turning the ship
to safer waters."

At the launch, John Guilliebaud, Professor of Family
Planning and Reproductive Health at VCL medical school
held a bucket under the spout of the pump to illustrate his
point that the world, being like a bucket, was overflowing.
Rather than find another bucket it would make better sense
to follow Snow's example and to stop pumping the handle.

Professor Tony McMichael, Professor of Epidemiology at
the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and
member of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
endorsed the aims of the Global EcoHealth Network
indicating that the launch represented the small beginning of
what could become a major development.

He emphasised the importance of the name of the
movement:
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• Global - the only way for there to be an effective
response to climate change is if there is global
cooperation in devising strategies;

• Eco - the emphasis on ecology and linking this with the
impact on health is important and has been neglected in
the past;

• Network - a bringing together of like-minded individuals
and organisations is vital if there is to be any chance of
success.

The Aims of the Global EcoHealth Network
The network will draw together health and environmental
organisations and individuals who share a common concern
for human ecology. At its core the network will consist of a
group of people who would be responsible for facilitating
the larger network.

The Internet will be used to plan and implement actions to
promote a public health response to the environmental
threats to sustainable population health. This response will
include a variety of highly visible and public strategies
similar to those that have been developed to address more
conventional threats to public health such as tobacco
smoking and alcohol. The network will do this by pooling
the knowledge, expertise and energy to derive answers to
the following questions, modified from Professor John
Last's adaptation of questions from Geoffrey Vickers',

1a. What are the types and extent of human-induced
environmental problems that are threatening
sustainable health?

1b. What is the prognosis for population health if current
trends concerning population growth and Humankind's
impact on the environment continues?

lc. What is the prognosis if current trends continue?
2. What are the causes of the problems?
3. What is the current capability to deal with the

problems?
4. In what ways can the political will be generated to

address the problems?

The analyses of these questions would inform the
development of strategies which public health professionals
and environmental groups could then implement.

A key action which will be derived from feedback
generated by this website, and from GEHN's work with
like-minded organisations and networks, will be to develop
an International Charter for Sustainable Population Health.
Ten global-level changes that would significantly help
towards the promotion of ecological sustainability will
become the focus of this charter.

The mission of the Global EcoHealth Network is, 'To
develop a global public health approach to promote



sustainable health and ecosystems in association with Iike
minded organisations and individuals.'

\
Bret Hart is the convenor, Rodney Vlais and Colin Butler
are co-convenors and Pat Mowbray and Eberhard Wenzel
are members.
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The AEA at 10
Australasian Epidemiologist - Prize

Original Contributions are solicited for a prize to
mark the tenth anniversary of the AEA. OUP has
generously provided a copy of the three-volume Oxford
Textbook ofPublic Health , third edition (I997), valued
at $650, as the prize.

Contributions may be published in Australasian
Epidemiologist. They may take the form of original
scientific reports, the consideration of methods, or any
public health, policy or philosophical question that
relates to epidemiology The submitting member should
be listed as first or sole author..

Papers that make reference to the development of
ep idemiology in Australasia during the past or coming
decade are particularly encouraged.

Word limit: 2000 words (including references), plus a
limited number of figures and tables.

The Editor,Snow 's Field
Australasian Facu lty of Public Health Medicine
14? Macquarie St
SYDNEY NSW 2000

The Ediior welC6mes··contributioris' from -Fellows and trainees of
:. the Faculty both a~:forinal~ign~d~ rticles ofl 000 words or _less~.dr
as letters of 250 words or less. Please forward correspondence and

.contributions tb:

Bret Harl and Colin Butler
www.vianet.net.au/r-eco-heal eco.heal@vianet.ne t.au Open to financial members of the AEA, but anyone

may enter the competition provided that membership"
of the Association is taken out at the time of entry. Four
copies of the manuscript, together with a disk copy
(preferably Word 6.0 for Windows) and evidence of
membership of the AEA. must be received by 31
October 1997. Judges shall comprise the Editor,
Australasian Epidemiologist, and two members of the
AEA Council. The Council reserves the right not to
make an award.

Contributions from New Zealand Fellows and trainees should be
directed to,"

Phone:
Fax:
Email:.

64 (03) 364 0641
64 (03) 364 0425
cbrunton@chmeds.ac.nz

Send entries to:
Dr Charles Guest.
NCEPH,
Australian National University,
Canberra ACT 0200

* Membership enquiries to:
AEA Secretariat
c/- Public Health Association
GPO Box 2204

Canberra ACT 2601

Enquiries regarding advertising may be directed to Colleen
O'Brien, phone (61 2) 92565404, fax (61 2) 92523526. Email

· afphm@m~~serv.com. au:. ..

·-.The:;deadl iJ~ formaterial for the'September issue is 5 September.

Letters to the Ed itor,may be published unless requested
otherwise.
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