
MISCELLANEOUS

ACCIDENTS IN THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

Jacques Parisot was one of the leaders of the social movement in
the west in the period following the Second World War. While his
work was more particularly connected with urbanization and auto-
mation, he made a major contribution to advances in social medicine
and welfare. To perpetuate his memory, the Foundation which bears
his name arranges for special lectures on scientific subjects during
sessions of the World Health Assembly. The fifth lecture, delivered
in Geneva last May by Professor M. V. Volkov, Chairman of the
Scientific Council of the Ministry of Health of the USSR, dealt with
one of the most important problems of modern life : accidents, their
prevention and treatment.

Many National Societies concern themselves with these matters
of accident prevention and first aid, publishing posters and instructive
articles in their reviews, providing first aid on the highway in some
areas, setting up first-aid stations in factories or helping in treatment
and rehabilitation. We therefore consider it worth while to reproduce
here some of Professor Volkov's remarks.1 After reviewing the
problem from a very general standpoint, he describes the work done
in the USSR in accident prevention and in the treatment of injuries
and other sequelae of accidents, and the interest shown by the USSR
Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in sickness and
accident prevention. In a statement published on the occasion of
its 50th anniversary last year,2 the Alliance describes the invaluable
help given by many voluntary workers to public health authorities
in country-wide accident prevention and health protection programmes,
and mentions the work of the volunteers in setting up first-aid stations
and forming teams able to deal with emergencies.

1 See WHO Chronicle, Geneva, 7-8, July-August 1973.
2 See International Review, July 1973.

211



MISCELLANEOUS

.. .The question of accidents cannot be dissociated from the
complex social processes taking place in the modern world. Thus,
in order to understand the causes of certain high accident rates and,
more important, to attempt to forecast them, we must have a
clear idea of the main features of those social and economic chan-
ges. Only then will it become clear how important the problem
of accidents and accident control is for the whole of humanity,
even discounting injuries received in wartime.

The most characteristic feature of modern society is the tremen-
dous technical progress being made. This is accompanied not
only by immense benefits making for the physical and spiritual
improvement of mankind, but also by a number of definite threats
to health and to human life itself. I have in mind pollution of the
human environment, nervous and emotional stress, and other
factors increasingly associated with industrialization and urban-
ization.

Turning next to the problem of road accidents, Professor Volkov
went on to say :

Because of the large number of victims, traffic accidents are a
source of widespread concern. In 1899 a single case of death from a
motor accident was reported in the USA. In the same country
over 4 million people were involved in traffic accidents in 1972,
and 56,300 of them died (figures of the National Road Safety
Council, 19 February 1973). In recent years the rates per 100,000
population for persons injured in traffic accidents were more than
550 in Denmark (with more than 20 deaths per 100,000), almost 350
(20 deaths per 100,000) in Finland, over 330 in Iceland, over
300 in Norway, and over 300 in Sweden.

At a world congress held in Paris in 1972 to study the pro-
vision of medical services in traffic accidents, very high fatality
rates were reported, in terms both of number of cars and of car-
miles. According to WHO calculations, more than 10 million people
are injured on the roads each year and there are 250,000 deaths.
This problem has been discussed on numerous occasions. An inter-
national seminar on the epidemiology and prevention of traffic
accidents was held in Alexandria, a meeting on the organization of
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resuscitation and first-aid services was convened in Leningrad, and a
symposium on human factors in road accidents met in Riga. The
problem has attained such dimensions that something must be done
to stop this haemorrhage of human lives.

He then gave attention to the analysis of accidents in general, with
particular reference to the USSR :

.. .The Soviet Government pays particular attention to the
problem of reducing accidents. This has been reflected in the
decisions of the Twenty-fourth Congress of the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union, the Party's programme, and health legislation.

As long ago as 1919 a decree of the Soviet Government led to
the establishment in Moscow of the first Soviet medical first-aid
station, which was attached to the Sermet'ev Hospital. A Central
Institute for Research on Traumatology and Orthopaedics was
set up in Moscow in 1921, and the Sklifosovskij First Aid Insti-
tute was created in 1923. Thus, the establishment and develop-
ment of our specialty go back to the first years of existence of our
Soviet State. Many large specialized traumatological establish-
ments have now been set up in the USSR, including 20 research
institutes and 85 departments in institutes and universities. Each
town has an orthopaedic and accident department, and there
are several specialized departments in every large town. In 1970
the Supreme Soviet adopted a single body of labour laws appli-
cable to the whole Soviet Union.

Accident rates in the Soviet Union, particularly those for in-
dustrial accidents, have declined steadily. Thus in the last four
years alone industrial accidents have decreased by 35%. In the
last 40 years the rate has decreased more than threefold. There
are branches of industry where industrial accidents have been
reduced to a minimum—for example, in the oil industry the
complete elimination of accidents at work is now quite feasible.

Domestic accidents are the commonest non-industrial acci-
dents (64.8%). A certain number of non-industrial accidents still
occur as a result of the consumption of alcohol. The situation is
complicated still further by the fact that most of those who suffer
injury are persons in the most active age groups (26-45 years).
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Unfortunately the level of accidents among children is quite
high, amounting to as much as 22% of all non-industrial acci-
dents. Accidental injury is the most important cause of death in
the age group 3-14 years. We are continuing to make every effort
to find ways of dealing with this situation.

Soviet traumatologists are faced with two main prophylactic
problems:

(1) the prevention of all types of accident; and

(2) the prevention of sequelae by means of the treatment and
rehabilitation of persons who have suffered injury (improvement
in the standard of treatment with a resultant reduction in the
hospital case-fatality rate, the disability rate, and the duration
of temporary incapacity for work).

In trying to solve the problem of preventing injury, traumato-
logists work hand in hand with specialists, particularly those
concerned with social hygiene, public health administrators, the
doctors in health posts, the staff of sanitation and epidemiological
services, and the Institute of Health Education. At the same
time considerable importance is attached to the role of engineering
and technical staff as regards both the design of technical safety
devices and the organization of direct prevention, particularly
in industrial enterprises, which are required by regulations to
have engineering sections dealing with safety techniques. In addition
the trade union organizations play an active part in the prevention
of accidents. The department for traffic regulation of the Ministry of
the Interior devotes much attention to the accident prevention cam-
paign. As for the extremely important question of accident pre-
venion among children, part of the responsibility must undoubt-
edly lie with the education authorities. Medical workers are also
required to keep careful records of injuries and to carry out analyses
of accidents from the public health standpoint.

Thus, in addition to traumatologists, a wide range of specia-
lists both within and outside the public health system are concerned
with the problem of accident prevention. Organizations working
in this field include public bodies, especially the trade unions,
and also the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of
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the USSR, the Volunteer Association for Aid to the Army, Air
Force and Navy, and the Life-Saving Association.

. . .In conclusion I wish to emphasize that the origins of injury
are closely linked with social problems and technical progress.
The factors I have in view are the position of man in his environ-
ment, his psychological condition, his preoccupation with personal
and social problems, the mental and physical stress to which he
is subjected (which lead to overfatigue and a weakening of con-
centration and control), the poisoning of the organism with products
of environmental pollution, drug dependence, alcoholism, smoking,
and finally the problems of urban overpopulation, the sharp rise in
the number of motor vehicles, the introduction of ever newer tech-
niques in industry and in the home, and the excessive increase
in the speed of means of communication and the general tempo
of life, particularly in towns. These are some of the questions that
are connected in greater or lesser degree with the accident problem.
These problems obviously cannot be solved by traumatologists and
orthopaedists on their own. They are State and intergovernmental
problems; they involve aspects of social life and they must be
solved in co-operation with the educational authorities, the bodies
responsible for public order, the social insurance system, and the
branches of the civil service responsible for transport, communi-
cations, and production.
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