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ABSTRACT. Our understanding of the interrelationships between people, resources, environment and 
development has advanced significantly during the past decade. This paper reviews the close interrelation
ships among health, environment and water development - both small and large scale - and points out that 
changes in one area are likely to have repercussions in other areas. Some of these changes could be beneficial 
while others could be adverse. Examples of such changes are given from different parts of the world. It is 
argued that without proper understanding of these interrelationships, it is unlikely that water development 
projects can be sustained over the long term or continue to produce optimal benefits. 

INTRODUCTION 

A seminal event in the history of the environmen
tal movement was the United Nations Conference 
on the Human Environment held in Stockholm in 
June 1972. An analysis of the report of this Con
ference will indicate that though there was reason
able understanding at that time of the the inter
relationships between population resources, envi
ronment and development, the approaches adopted 
in the resolutions were basically sectoral (Biswas 
and Biswas, 1982). Since that time, our under
standing of the development processes has ad
vanced significantly, and to a great extent it was 
facilitated by the work of the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP). Of particular 
help was the personal interest of its Executive 
Director, Dr. Mostafa Kamal Tolba (1982). Cur
rently it is better recognised that development is a 
multi-dimensional concept which encompasses 
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not only economic and social activities, but also 
those related to population, the use of natural 
resources, and their resulting impacts on the 
environment (Biswas and Biswas, 1985). 

While the concept of interrelationships is not 
novel, the need for rapid development and techno
logical advancement has meant that, very often, 
whatever knowledge of interrelationships was 
available tended to be disregarded. However, 
attempts to solve seemingly technical problems 
such as desertification, loss of productive soil, 
water development or deforestation have indi
cated that emphasis should be placed not only on 
such physical factors as climate, soil type, modes 
of cultivation or land-use patterns, but also on 
diverse factors including demographic trends, 
types of technology used, levels and distribution of 
income among the population, consumption pat
terns, cultural habits and educational levels of the 
inhabitants. 

Without such a holistic approach, actions taken 
to solve specific problems may give rise to several 
other unintended side effects, the sum total of 
which could even be worse than the problems 
initially addressed. To some extent this is due to 
the fact that the nature of beneficiaries often tends 
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