
 

3 ways public health has saved lives from
history to the modern day
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The coronovirus outbreak has reminded us of the importance of public
health responses in managing the spread of disease.

But what actually is public health? And why are we so often hearing
from public health experts about the coronavirus and other health
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threats?

In broad terms, whereas medicine primarily focuses on treating disease
in individuals, public health focuses on preventing disease and improving
health in communities.

Public health activities are far-reaching and varied. They include health
promotion campaigns, infectious disease surveillance and control (as in
the response to coronavirus), ensuring access to clean air, water and safe
food, screening for disease, community health interventions and policy
and planning activities.

Here are three examples which show the important role public health
plays.

The reduction of vaccine-preventable diseases

The development of vaccines to protect against infectious diseases is one
of the most significant achievements in both medicine and public health.
Vaccines have prevented literally millions of deaths – the World Health
Organisation (WHO) estimates at least ten million globally between
2010 and 2015—and spared countless others from getting sick.

We now rarely see diseases such as polio, measles and mumps in the
developed world thanks to the effectiveness of vaccines. The fact we can
protect individuals and communities against some of the deadliest
diseases by a simple and safe injection is one of the miracles of modern
medicine.

The delivery of vaccines to communities throughout the world and the
reduction in disease as a result of this is a testament to public health and
its power.
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Perhaps the greatest example of the effect vaccines have had on the
health of populations globally is the eradication of smallpox. A viral
disease characterized by fever and a pustular rash, smallpox was one of
the most devastating infectious diseases we've ever seen. It killed around 
300 million people in the 20th century alone.

To eradicate smallpox, public health physicians sought to identify new
cases swiftly. Then people the cases had come into contact with were
vaccinated as quickly as possible to prevent the disease spreading
further, a public health measure called "ring vaccination". This campaign
began in earnest in 1967, with the WHO declaring smallpox eradicated 
in 1980, in what's regarded as one of the greatest public health
achievements of modern times.

Tobacco control

Although there's still a lot of work to do, smoking rates have declined
over recent decades, with great benefits to our health.

When science established a clear link between smoking and poor health
outcomes, the role of public health was to get this message out to the
public and implement measures to minimize smoking rates.

We've managed to reduce deaths due to tobacco through interventions
such as health promotion campaigns providing information to the public
about the dangers of smoking, restrictions on cigarette advertising, plain
packaging, restrictions on smoking in public places, increased taxes on
cigarettes, as well as increased access to cessation programs.

Tobacco control is one of the major achievements of public health. This
is especially true as we've often had to fight against the industry, or "big
tobacco," to get these initiatives off the ground.

3/5

https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/empire_seapower/smallpox_01.shtml
https://www.cdc.gov/smallpox/bioterrorism-response-planning/public-health/ring-vaccination.html
https://www.historyofvaccines.org/content/articles/disease-eradication
https://www.who.int/gho/tobacco/use/en/
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2005/jun/02/thisweekssciencequestions.cancer
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2005/jun/02/thisweekssciencequestions.cancer
https://www.cancer.nsw.gov.au/how-we-help/cancer-prevention/stopping-smoking/quit-smoking-campaigns


 

Tobacco control is also a great example of how coordinated actions from
a number of different government sectors can be targeted to address a
major public health challenge.

Australia has been recognized as a world leader in this area.

Motor vehicle safety

Motor vehicles have been a great advancement in modern society, but
have also been a major cause of injury and death.

Road deaths in industrialized countries have declined significantly in the
last few decades. This reduction has occurred despite the increased
number of drivers and distances traveled on the roads in this period.

We've been able to achieve these safety improvements and therefore
reductions in deaths with the help of a wide variety of interventions.

For example, increased regulation in motor vehicle design standards,
improved roads, seatbelt regulation, speed limits, drink driving
deterrents and the education of drivers.

Despite the gains made, road traffic accidents remain a leading cause of
death worldwide, and are a particular problem for developing countries.
So there's still much work to be done in this area.

Public health has played a major role in the increased health and
longevity we take for granted in the modern world. But it's perhaps an
area we don't give much thought to.

One of the reasons public health gains may be under-appreciated is that
they are marked by the absence of disease, which can often go
unrecognized. For example, while it's clear when a life has been saved by
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a medical intervention, it's much less obvious when disease has been
prevented.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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