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OutlineOutline

Introduction to WHO work on environmental emergencies

Case study

Description of WHO products and how to access them
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BackgroundBackground

Environmental Health Emergency is a public health 
emergency arising from: 

Chemical incident

Radionuclear incident

Natural disaster that may result in the release of chemicals or 
radionuclear materials

Event resulting in significant contamination of food chain or 
water supply 

Complex emergency (e.g. war) that results in environmental 
contamination
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BackgroundBackground

WHO serves its Member States and has a mandate to 
assist them in the dealing with environmental 
emergencies:

WHO Constitution, Article 2: "In order to achieve its objectives, 
the function of the [World Health] Organization shall be to furnish 
appropriate technical assistance and, in emergencies, necessary 
aid upon the request of Governments"
WHA 55.16: Global public health response to natural occurrence, 
accidental release or deliberate use of biological and chemical 
agents or radionuclear material that affect health
International Health Regulations (2005): public health 
emergencies of international concern
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Many departments in WHO are involvedMany departments in WHO are involved

Public Health & Environment
International Programme on Chemical 

Safety (IPCS)

Water, Sanitation & Health

Radiation & Environmental Health

Communicable 
Disease 
Surveillance & 
Response 

Food Safety Health Action 
in Crisis

WHO regional 
& country 
offices
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WHO collaborates with othersWHO collaborates with others

WHO Participating Institutions & Collaborating Centres

Intergovernmental Organization technical groups: 

OECD Working Group on Chemical Accidents

IOMC Coordinating Group on Chemical Accident Prevention, Preparedness and 
Response

G7 + Mexico Global Health Security Initiative: Working Group on Chemical Terrorism

EC Health Security Committee: Working Group on Chemical Threats

Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons

UNEP-Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs / Joint Unit for
Environmental Emergencies



Case study
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Toxic waste in Ivory Coast Toxic waste in Ivory Coast 

19-20 August: ship unloaded 
chemical waste into trucks which then 
dumped the waste on 17 sites around 
Abidjan. 

Waste contained H2S, mercaptans, 
methyl phenols, hydrocarbons, NaOH 
and other chemicals 
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Toxic waste in Ivory Coast cont'dToxic waste in Ivory Coast cont'd

2-3 days later people started seeking 
medical attention for respiratory tract 
irritation, nosebleeds, gastro-intestinal 
upset, headaches 

Health care facilities soon became 
overwhelmed

By 1 month after dumping, over 60,000 
people had attended hospitals & clinics

There was mass unrest – some 
politicians were attacked



10 |

WHO responseWHO response

HQ and regional office staff sent to support 
WHO country office

Information provided from IPCS resources to 
aid risk assessment and management:

ICSCs in French
CICADs
Poisons Information Monographs
Food additive and water quality guidelines

Expert advice sought from other partners 
e.g. poisons centres, WHO Collaborating 
Centres
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WHO Response cont'dWHO Response cont'd

Liaison with other agencies and teams
UN Disaster Assistance & Coordination (UNDAC)
French & Dutch assistance teams
US Centre for Disease Control

Liaison with national bodies
Ministry of Health 
Analytical laboratories
Local hospitals & clinics

Assistance with resource mobilisation, particularly to 
replenish medical supplies



WHO products & how to 
access them 
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Resources provided by WHOResources provided by WHO

Technical guidelines

Chemical risk assessment information

Information on management of poisoning

Networks for assistance
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Technical Guidelines - generalTechnical Guidelines - general

Health Aspects of Chemical Accidents: Guidance 
on chemical accident awareness, preparedness 
and response for health professional and 
emergency responders (IPCS, OECD, UNEP-
IE/PAC, WHO-ECEH) 

IPCS Public Health and Chemical Incidents  for 
National & Regional Policy Makers in the 
Public/Environmental Health Roles  – under 
revision
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Technical Guidelines - generalTechnical Guidelines - general

Environmental Health in Emergencies and 
Disasters 

WHO health assessment protocols for 
emergencies 

Radiation Emergency Guidelines

Guidelines for safe disposal of unwanted 
pharmaceuticals in and after emergencies

Health Guidelines for Vegetation Fire Events 
(WHO, WMO, UNEP, IIE) 
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WHO Guidance – deliberate useWHO Guidance – deliberate use

Public health response to biological 
and chemical weapons: WHO 
Guidance, 2nd ed

Guidelines to assess national health 
preparedness and response 
programmes to the deliberate use of 
biological and chemical agents (draft)
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International Chemical Safety CardsInternational Chemical Safety Cards

Essential health & safety information 
on chemicals 

Information on the intrinsic hazards, 
first aid, fire-fighting measures,  
precautions for spillage, disposal, 
storage, packaging, labelling and 
transport. 

Internationally peer-reviewed

Available in >15 languages
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Chemical Assessment DocumentsChemical Assessment Documents

Environmental Health Criteria (EHCs)

Concise International Chemical Assessment 
Documents (CICADs) 

These are
Internationally accepted reviews on effects of 
chemical on human health & environment 

Characterize hazard & dose-response of exposure 
to chemicals 

Includes information about environmental levels & 
environmental fate
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Guidelines for drinking water qualityGuidelines for drinking water quality

Establish guideline values for chemicals in 
water supply

Backed up by monographs on each 
chemical listed

http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/
chemicals/en/index.html

Assists risk assessment after chemical 
contamination of water sources

e.g. Songhua River contamination with benzene
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Food additives and residuesFood additives and residues

FAO/WHO Joint Expert Committee on Food 
Additives

FAO/WHO Joint Meeting on Pesticide 
Residues

Toxicology assessment

Reference doses for chemicals in food 

Can be used for risk assessment after chemical 
contamination of food chain

• e.g. theft of pesticide-treated rice from grain store
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Poisons Information MonographsPoisons Information Monographs

Internationally peer-reviewed information on diagnosis and 
management of poisoning

Cover chemicals, pharmaceuticals, poisonous plants & 
poisonous & venomous animals

Information: 
symptoms & signs 
routes of exposure
first aid
clinical management 
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Networks for assistanceNetworks for assistance

WHO Collaborating Centres
WHO CC for Studies on the Health Effects of Mercury Compounds, National 
Institute for Minamata Disease, Minamata City, Japan

WHO CC  for the Public Health Management of Chemical Incidents, 
Chemical Hazard and Poisons Division, Health Protection Agency, London, 
UK  

INTOX Network
Poisons centres & clinical toxicologists

ChemiNet
Toxicologists, occupational physicians, analytical toxicologists, 
environmental health experts
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Radiation networkRadiation network

Radiation Emergency Medical Preparedness and 
Assistance Network (REMPAN) 

Provides emergency medical support for radiation-
exposed individuals

International Atomic Energy Authority (IAEA) is prime 
coordinating agency for international response to radiation 
accidents. 



How to access WHO 
products
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INCHEM DatabankINCHEM Databank

Collections of information on 
chemicals from WHO, IARC and 
OECD

Can search across whole 
collection 

Free to end-user on Internet 
(www.inchem.org)

CD-ROM available
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WHO Guidance – Where to findWhere to find

www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/

www.who.int/ionizing_radiation/

www.who.int/IPCS/emergencies/

www.who.int/ipcs/poisons/

www.inchem.org



Thank you
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