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Ecological public health: the 21st century's big idea?
An essay by Tim Lang and Geof Rayner
Public health thinking requires an overhaul. Tim Lang and Geof Rayner outline five models and
traditions, and argue that ecological public health—which integrates the material, biological, social,
and cultural aspects of public health—is the way forward for the 21st century

Tim Lang professor of food policy, Geof Rayner honorary research fellow

Centre for Food Policy, City University London, Northampton Square, London EC1V OHB, UK

It seems to be the fate of public health as concept, movement,
and reality to veer between political sensitivity and the obscure
margins. Only occasionally does it gain what policy analysts
often refer to as traction. Partly this is because public health
tends to be about the big picture of society, and thus threatens
vested interests. Also, public health proponents have allowed
themselves to be corralled into the narrow policy language of
individualism and choice. These notions have extensively framed
public discussion about health, as though they are not tempered
by other values in the real world. As a result, the public health
field suffers from poor articulation, image, and understanding.
The connection between evidence, policy, and practice is often
hesitant, not helped by the fact that public health can often be
a matter of political action—a willingness to risk societal change
to create a better fit between human bodies and the conditions
in which they live.
We have reviewed how public health theory and practice have
evolved over the last two or three centuries, and looked at the
challenges present and ahead, and we conclude a rethink is in
order. In difficult economic times, public health too easily falls
down the political agenda. It is judged worthy but not a political
priority. Yet there is strong evidence that health is societally
determined,' that public health is high in the public's notion of
what a good society is,' and that health underpins economics.
3What we've forgotten with public health
Today, as financial crises continue—banking failures, debt
bubbles, slowing economic growth, nervous but contradictory
consumerism—there is an opportunity to review what is meant
by public health for the 21st century. The connection between
health and societal progress has been severely weakened in
public policy of late. It is adrift when it ought to help shape a
new direction. Public health ought to be articulating what a good
society and a good economy are. Improving public health is at
the heart of defining what is meant by progress. Indeed, part of
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the current crisis is that 20th century notions of progress
underplayed how economic development distorted the
relationship of humans to the planet, despite it being known
that human health ultimately depends on the health of
ecosystems. With water, biodiversity, soil structures, energy,
and biological resilience all becoming problematic in the era of
climate change, this connection is once more central. Somehow,
modern public health had almost forgotten the primacy of the
human-environmental interface, despite this being a component
part of the original sanitarian vision. Edwin Chadwick
(1800-1880) and others fully recognised, for example, how the
health of towns (now a majority human experience in the 21st
century) depended on the sustainability of agriculture. The
interface of human and ecosystems health now deserves to be
central for policy making).
The public health project, born in the 18th century, established
politically in the 19th century, and refined for a richer world in
the 20th century, has too often been reduced to old notions of
sanitation or newer notions of medical treatment or health
education. It deserves better. It is still worth quoting in full
Charles-Edward Winslow, who in 1920 defined public health
thus:

Public health is the Science and Art of preventing
disease, prolonging life, and promoting health and
efficiency through organized community effort for
sanitation of the environment, the control of
communicable disease, the education of the individual
in personal hygiene, the organization of medical and
nursing services for early diagnosis and preventive
treatment of disease, and the development of the social
machinery to insure everyone a standard of living
adequate for maintenance of health, so organizing
these benefits as to enable every citizen to realize his
birthright of health and longevity.'










