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2015
UN General Assembly voted for the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development which 
included SDGs such as zero hunger, good 
health, clean water, and improved sanitation

early
1980s

A drive for comprehensive primary health 
care developed in Latin America

late
1970s

1978
WHO’s Alma Ata Declaration which included a 
plan for universal access to primary health care

World Bank started began lending money for 
health services

since
1946

Various agencies allied with the United Nations 
such as United Nations International Children's 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF), WFP (World Food 
Programme), World Health Organization (WHO), 
the World Bank, UNAIDS (United Nations Joint 
United Nations Programme on HIV and AIDS), 
and United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA), among others, have strived to treat 
and reduce diseases and their effects on global 
populations throughout every continent as their 
operations are funded by hundreds of nations

1960s
WHO and USAID linked planning for economic 
development in the new, post-colonial nations of 
Sierra Leone, Liberia, Gabon, Mali, and Niger with 
health care development, and met significant 
challenges and limited success

early
through
mid
1900s Rockefeller Foundation’s presence and role 

across Latin America developed broadly in 
area of several public health issues including 
the eradication of hookworm, yellow fever, 
and malaria, among other diseases, in 
cooperation with political elites

early
1900s Officials in Latin American cities 

modeled sanitation reforms on 
European approaches to same 
problems

early
1900s Latin American scientific 

institutions began to study 
bacteriology to develop ways to 
prevent plague and smallpox

early
1900s

American military officials and Cuban 
physicians worked together to 
develop controls on yellow fever in 
Havana through mosquito eradication, 
copied in other Latin American and 
cities in the United States

late
1800s

Louis Pasteur developed the initial vaccines 
for anthrax and rabies, as well as process to 
prevent illnesses from drinking wine and milk 

1850s-
1870s Numerous outbreaks of bubonic plague, 

cholera, and yellow fever affected especially 
urban and port oppulations

mid
1800s Physicians in Latin America, as higienistas, sought 

inclusion in city, state, and national governments 
so that urban sanitation and food production 
practices, amongother reforms, would improve, 
and smallpox vaccination would increase

1855 John Snow wrote about the role of a 
contaminated public water supply in a cholera 
outbreak in England

Rudolph Carl Virchow wrote extensively on the 
connections between medicine and public health in 
Germany: "Medicine is a social science, and politics 
is nothing else but medicine on a large scale" 

mid
1800s

1846 Peter Ludvig Panum began research on 
measles epidemic with support from Danish 
government

1848 Public Health Act created a ministry for public 
health in Wales and England

1839 Thomas Southwood Smith created the Health of 
Towns Association in England, and had researched 
and published reports on Yellow Fever and Cholera, 
and the role of quarantine practices

1796
Edward Anthony Jenner experimented with 
smallpox vaccine in England

mid 
1700s People suffered from the plague in Istanbul 

and Mustafa III, the Ottoman sultan, required 
that Subhi-Zade’Abd al-’Aziz, a court 
physician, translate Dutch medical writings 
into Turkish which addressed the disease

1662 John Graunt compiled statistics of deaths 
recorded in local church and governmental 
sources in England

Sali ibn Nasr ibn Sallum, a Syrian 
physician, researched and wrote a 
treatise on diseases such as scurvy, 
anemia, influenza, and plica 
polonica, with suggested remedies

early 
1600s

1347-
1350 Black Death devastated European populations

The University of Pennsylvania founded 
the Center for Public Health Initiatives in 

order to “educate and train new and 
emerging public health leaders,” among 

other activities

2007

Rashidah Abdul-Khabeer and others created Blacks 
Educating Blacks About Sexual Health (BEBASHI) 

in order to educate African Americans in 
Philadelphia about AIDS

First evidence of collapse of immune system among 
gay men, hemophiliacs, and intravenous drug users

City of Philadelphia created first HIV/AIDS task force

1985

1981

1983

Swine Flu and Legionnaires Disease both evident in 
Philadelphia

1976

Polio epidemic hit Philadelphia

Polio epidemic hit Philadelphia and elsewhere 
in the Northeast

City of Philadelphia established quarantine areas 
against spread of polio

 Influenza epidemic in Philadelphia and elsewhere 
in the US; Pennsylvania Hospital and University of 
Pennsylvania medical staff assisted city in caring 

for sick Philadelphians 

1918
-1919

1916

1916

1910

City of Philadelphia Board of Health 
created some neighborhood health 

centers that worked with private 
physicians and nurses

City of Philadelphia created 
Department of Public Health and 

Charities

City of Philadelphia created Byberry 
Mental Hospital

early
1900s

1903

1907

City of Philadelphia increased building 
of sewers and storm drains 

late
1800s

1850

 City of Philadelphia legislated stronger 
restrictions regarding milk production in efforts 

to stop spread of tuberculosis in the bowel

City of Philadelphia Board of Health began 
enforcement of vaccination of children against 
smallpox, created bacteriology laboratory, and 

required that patients’ homes whose illnesses were 
contagious be labeled as such

1848

City of Philadelphia Board of Health required that 
people sell milk only from certified healthy cows

Publication of W.E.B. DuBois’ The Philadelphia 
Negro which included new, significant information 
about the health of African Americans in the city’s 

Seventh Ward, among other topics, through 
utilization of modern sociological investigative 

techniques as part of his work at the University of 
Pennsylvania, DuBois noted the disparities in the 

health of African American populations as 
opposed to caucasian residents

 City of Philadelphia’s Board of Health added 
physicians and professional sanitarians to its 

membership, replacing bureaucrats

City of Philadelphia passed housing regulations 
and inspections for health concerns

Municipal Hospital for Contagious Diseases opened

Philadelphia physicians and others founded the 
Female Medical College of Pennsylvania to train 

women physicians, the first of its kind in the world, 
and now is Drexel University College of Medicine

Board of Health started to register marriages, 
deaths, births

Homeopathic Medical College of 
Pennsylvania founded

1860

1865

1880s

1887

early
1890s

1894

1895

1899

City of Philadelphia built a new 
quarantine hospital, Lazaretto 

Quarantine Station, on Tinicum Island 
in Essington on the Delaware River to 

house immigrants suffering 
life-threatening illnesses and and 

considered too ill to move on to the 
Port of Philadelphia

1801

1803Yellow fever epidemic

1806Yellow fever epidemic

1808Board of Health started to register 
deaths from some diseases

Yellow fever epidemic 1798

1794
First permanent Board of Health in Philadelphia

1796
Philadelphia Dispensary opened (additional 

dispensaries opened in other sections, 1816, 1817)

1793
Yellow fever epidemic

Yellow fever epidemic 1762

Yellow fever epidemic
1741

1743City of Philadelphia built first “pest” station on 
Province Island near where the Delaware and 

Schuylkill Rivers intersect to evaluate health of 
incoming people and cargo before moving on to 

the Port of Philadelphia

1747
Yellow fever epidemic

City of Philadelphia created hospital for 
poor people

1732

1720
City of Philadelphia appointed physician to assess 

health of ships’ passengers and crews

City of Philadelphia began 
inspection of ships on Delaware River

1700

“Barbados Distemper”/yellow fever hit 
Philadelphia

1699

Before there was Philadelphia, there were 
the Lenape. Little is known about their 

public health practices.
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A TIMELINE WITH A GLOBAL CONTEXT, 
1300s - 2000s CE

“Public health, the art and science of preventing disease, prolonging life, and promoting 
physical and mental health, sanitation, personal hygiene, control of infectious diseases, and 
organization of health services.  From the normal human interactions involved in dealing with 
the many problems of social life, there has emerged a recognition of the importance of 
community action in the promotion of health and the prevention and treatment of disease, and 
this is expressed in the concept of public health.” (Bryant and Rhodes)

This timeline shows the history of many public health initiatives, issues, and organizations as they 
developed in the city of Philadelphia from the colonial era into the present day.  These 
developments are provided within a global context, utilizing material from across many 
continents and countries, and starting further back in history.  Of course, there are many 
inequities and differences in the ways in which our city and the world’s nations have addressed 
public health issues through time.  Yet, one can see that Philadelphia’s issues echo throughout the 
world, and, as well, global issues emerge in our city too.  Both Philadelphia’s and the global data 
reach broadly, but are incomplete and need the inclusion of many further cures, events, and 
organizations.  


