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... For many years, utter ignorance of the causes of the epidemic diseases
under discussion provided an insuperable barrier to international agreement.
By the time of the seventh conference, in 1892, the nature of cholera was no
longer disputed at the international level, and at the tenth conference 5 years
later the role of small rodents in the spread of plague and the identity of the
pathogen were generally recognized. As to yellow fever, the fourteenth and
last conference was the first at which the whole story was known.

When Robert Koch discovered the tubercle bacillus he thought that a cure
for the disease would quickly follow in the form of tuberculin. While this hope
was quickly dashed, the discovery of the pathogen did make possible the elabo-
ration of BCG vaccination which, after a stormy history, is now generally
recognized as a valuable prophylactic measure. It is otherwise with cholera,
for vaccination against this disease enjoys a poor reputation today. Perhaps
the chief benefit resulting from the discovery of the cholera vibrio has been in
the diagnosis of cases and the detection of carriers, but it has had little effect
upon either prevention or treatment. Paradoxically, the country that was most
resistant to the germ theory of cholera—Great Britain—was the first to rid
itself of epidemics of the disease, and it is universally recognized today that
the only real protection against it, as the British sanitarians had consistently
maintained, is a pure water supply and the sanitary disposal of human wastes.
Likewise, when the flea was revealed as the missing link in the chain of trans-
mission of bubonic plague from rat to man, prophylactic measures were not
affected, for they necessarily continued to be based on the control of rodents,
and not of their ectoparasites. The unravelling of the etiology of yellow fever,
on the other hand, made possible two powerful weapons against it—direct
attack against the insect vector and vaccination. Nevertheless, the hopeful
forecast of Carlos Chagas in 1926 is still far from being realized.

The history of the International Sanitary Conferences is largely the history
of public health in international perspective. It is more particularly a history
of the first gropings towards what is now the World Health Organization, and
delegates to the annual meetings of the World Health Assembly are the spiritual
descendants of that small band of pioneers who met in Paris on 23 July 1851
to begin six months of discussions. That they met in Paris was no accident, for
France was the country that originally, and repeatedly afterwards, took the
initiative in promoting international discussions on health questions and in
stimulating the establishment of the first non-regional international health
organization—the Office international d'Hygiene publique.
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