METROPOLITAN BOARD OF HEALTH

THESIS: Created in 1866 in response to recurring devastating epidemics, NYC's
Metropolitan Board of Health revolutionized public health management by
estcblishipg the nation’s first permanent, centralized sanitation authority,
transforming disease control from reactive crisis response into systematic

reform despite fierce opposition from political leaders and property interests.

1854: JOHN SNOW’s DISCOVERY
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METROPOLITAN BOARD OF HEALTH

THESIS: Created in 1866 in response to recurring devastating epidemics, NYC's
Metrol?olltan Board of Health revolutionized public health management by
establishing the nation’s first permanent, centralized sanitation authority,
transforming disease control from reactive crisis response into systematic

reform despite fierce opposition from political leaders and property interests.

1854: JOHN SNOW’s DISCOVERY

COMMUNICATIO “He did a lot of thinking about the possible causes of contagious diseases, and he came to the
unconventional conclusion that they might be caused by invisibly tiny parasites. The "germ
theory” of disease had first been proposed in ancient times, and the discovery of microscopic

organisms in the late 1600s had made the theory seem plausible, but no one had ever proved that

miniature organisms could make people sick. In Snow's day most physicians believed that

cholera was caused by "miasmas” — poisonous gases that were thought to arise from sewers,
swamps, garbage pits, open graves, and other foul-smelling sites of organic decay. Snow felt that
the miasma theory could not explain the spread of certain diseases, including cholera. During the
outbreak of 1831, he had noticed that many miners were struck with the disease while working
deep underground, where there were no sewers or swamps. It seemed most likely to Snow that
the cholera had been spread by invisible germs on the hands of the miners, who had no water for

hand-washing when they were underground. (uvid Vades, oo foks Ssow Blases Water Poifusion for Cholers Epidemic, 2005)
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onow's discovery provided the scientific blueprint NYC desperately lacked,
proving cholera was waterborne and debunking the prevalent *miasma”
theory. While Snow's map demonstrated that tracking infection patterns
could unlock an epidemic’s origin, it took the 1866 outbreak — the *final
straw” — for city leaders to embrace this rational approach. By adopting
disease mapping and enforcing targeted sanitary restrictions, the MBH
spearheaded radical reforms, institutionalizing data-driven principles and
\ setting the foundation for modern public health management. _j

1866: CRISIS & REVOLUTION
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TURNING POINT: METROPOLITAN HEALTH ACT

r “On July 19, 1865 the New York Times published an article detailing the city’s struggle for clean streets... The inhabitants of New York knew they
deserved better though: ‘The people demand clean streets; they have made up their minds that those who stand in the way of this consummation are selfish,
unprincipled and cowardly, and must be swept from the path.” The city government began to feel the pressure after years of ignoring the city’s dire

condition. There were men in charge of the city’s cleanliness but corruption resulted in little being done. Those in charge would spend as little
money as possible on sanitation purposes and what little they spent was, “.. really to put money in the wallets of contractors and politicians, and votes in the

L ballot-box on election day.”... Eventually those in charged were forced to act and put real money into keeping the city clean. i s o Gieas
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they trained a small army of first
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The first public health bill proposing such a department was
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health bills and the threat of a new cholera epidemic before the
Association’s efforts succeeded. On February 26, 1866... state

upon the board, enabling it to create
ordinances, to execute them, and to sit
in judgment on its own acts... One of the
basic problems with which the pioneer

Army Barracks and created plans
for the disinfection of the city once
the cholera outbreak subsided.

The establishment of the

legislature passed a new public health law that created the
Metropolitan Board of Health.” (xven ]

i

public health workers were concerned Metropolitan Board of Health w
Ivle [ (! L | VAT O Cs b
was the lack of adequate e NV

= i i i il !
administrative machinery. In fact, it D
i SR and history: not only did it create
was the provision of a stable

administrative foundation which made
it easier to incorporate new knowledge
into public health practice.. ” (Geoge kosen

The AMeiropaiion 1)

SEOn

i development

s
“We, the citizens of Lower East higher standards of living for
Manhattan, declare that this city
is unsuitable for human
development, child development
and moral development. We,

future generations, but it also set
precedence for future epidemic

control procedures

Howaed of Healih— ne Hundred Vedrs Later

(CURY Raruch WYC Data: Cholera Dusheeal of TA86)

Sl

: - mrerst
citizens of all classes, have

suffered from deadly diseases
such as cholera[...] at the hands of

“The passage of the Metropolitan Health Act by the NY state legislature in
1866 illustrates many of the characteristics of reform in late-19th century
America, which continue to serve as a model for reform efforts todav:
gathering statistical information by voluntary associations and interest
groups; publicizing the perceived public problem through the news media;
proposing a solution centered on a government board of appointed experts;
and securing legislative approval by claiming an impending crisis (in this case,

of cholera). s
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Filthy streets and poor sonitation threatened NYC's public health and economy, ond reformers like Smith leveraged the chaos of

1863 draft riots and 1866 epidemic to push officials to prioritize public safety over property interests. Their efforts led to the 1866
Metropolitan Health Act, creating MBH os a permanent, independent health authority, This signals a real shift from the reactive,

politically constrained responses into systematic, expert-driven governance that placed collective welfare above private interests_J

SYSTEMATIC REFORMS

“For a developing country which the United
States was a hundred years ago, an efficient
administration capable of coping with
epidemics and other health problems was as
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knowled ge. (eorpe Rowen, The Metapotisan Board of
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