
Title: What did the Public Health Acts do for people’s health?

Learning Objectives
1. Describe the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
2. Explain the impact of the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
3. Compare healthcare in different time periods.

TASK: 

Stick in & label your copy. 

What threats to public health 
can you see?
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More than 1 family 
sharing a room.

= overcrowding & 
spread of disease.

Rubbish heap

Child playing in it. 
Woman searching 
through it.

Shows there was 
no waste removal.

Lodging house

Temporary 
accommodation 
where lots of 
people share a 
room.

Leads to spread of 
disease.

Death/dying

Disease? 
Infectious?

Boy is wearing rags/no shoes

Carrying a broom which shows 
he’s a chimney sweep.

Many children did jobs dangerous 
to health.

Poverty leads to 
undernourishment & poor health



Democracy 
Mutual 
respect 

Individual 
Liberty

Does the 
government 
always think 

about everyone 
in their law 

making?
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Title: What did the Public Health Acts do for people’s health?

TASK: 

Make notes from the video. 
What was the Public Health 
Act? Why was it introduced?

Learning Objectives
1. Describe the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
2. Explain the impact of the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
3. Compare healthcare in different time periods.

CHALLENGE:

“The Public Health Act 1875 
was the first time the 

government had really looked 
at the health of the public.” 

How far do you agree with this 
statement?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TT4Z1Ikf36w


Learning Objectives
1. Describe the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
2. Explain the impact of the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
3. Compare healthcare in different time periods.

The 1848 Public Health Act was the first step on the road to improved public health. One of 
the individuals who played an important role in its creation was Edwin Chadwick, a social reformer.
Edwin Chadwick was one of the architects of the 1834 Poor Law, which was based on the idea that making the 
poor relief so unpleasant it would put off all but the most desperate.

Chadwick was convinced that if the health of the poor were improved, it would result in less people seeking 
poor relief.  Money spent on improving public health was therefore cost effective, as it would save money in 
the long term.

He considered that the most important steps to improve the health of the public were:
• improved drainage and provision of sewers
• the removal of all refuse from houses, streets and roads
• the provision of clean drinking water
• the appointment of a medical officer for each town

After much campaigning by the Health of Towns Association, and another severe outbreak of cholera in 
1848, the government was forced to act, and the Public Health Act of 1848 was passed. The Act as it was 
passed was not perfect but was an important step forward.

The Act established a Central Board of Health, but this had limited powers and no money.  Where the death 
rate was above 23 per 1000, local Boards of Health had to be set up.

The main limitation of the Act was that it provided a framework that could be used by local authorities, but 
did not compel action.

Title: What did the Public Health Acts do for people’s health?

TASK: 

On your copy of 
the Act highlight 
the key points and 
then answer these 
questions:

1. Is this act an 
idea, treatment 
or prevention 
of disease?

2. Which of these 
laws would 
have the 
biggest impact 
on health? 
Why?



Learning Objectives
1. Describe the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
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TASK: 

On your copy of the Act 
highlight the key points and 
then answer these 
questions:

1. Is this act an idea, 
treatment or prevention 
of disease?

2. Which of these laws 
would have the biggest 
impact on health? Why?

3. Why was this a 
significant improvement 
on the 1848 Public 
Health Act?

Public Health Act of 1875
The Public Health Act 1875
Its purpose was to organise previous measures aimed at combating filthy urban 
living conditions, which caused various health threats, including the spread of 
many diseases such as cholera and typhus.

The following laws were compulsory for all town councils:
• Clean drinking water had to be provided to all
• Sewage needed to be safely disposed to prevent pollution of water
• Flushing public toilets needed to be built
• Public officer of health employed to monitor outbreaks of disease
• Ensure housing was better quality 
• Public parks for exercise
• Inspections of lodging houses and hotels
• Street lamps to prevent accidents
• Quality assurance of food

The Act meant that every public health authority had to have a medical 
officer and a sanitary inspector, to ensure the laws on food, housing, water 
and hygiene were carried out; and that towns had to have pavements 
and street lighting. 
It is, however, important to realise that the new powers provided were not 
compulsory: they provided a model of best practice for towns, but actual 
implementation remained for the most part up to the individual local authority. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cholera
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_lighting


Reason for passing of
Second Public Health Act 
1875

What was it? Did it contribute towards the 1875 Public Health Act?

John Snow’s 
recommendations

Great Stink 1858

Pasteur’s germ theory 
1861

New voters

Change in attitudes

Education

Cities leading the way

Cholera

Statistics

Learning Objectives
1. Describe the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
2. Explain the impact of the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
3. Compare healthcare in different time periods.

TASK:

Using the sheets around the 
room complete the table. 

What led to the passing of 
the 1875 Public Health Act?
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CHALLENGE:

Research the different 
reasons for the act. Identify 

why each reason was 
important and why it was not 

important. 
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Title: What did the Public Health Acts do for people’s health?

TASK:
Add the 9 reasons to a 

diamond 9 to show level of 
importance

CHALLENGE:

Justify your order 
below your diamond 9 

by comparing. 

• John Snow’s 
recommendations

• Great Stink 1858
• Scientific developments 

– Pasteur’s germ theory 
1861

• New voters 1867 
Reform Act

• Change in attitudes 
(people and 
government)

• Education
• Cities leading the way
• Cholera
• Statistics



Learning Objectives
1. Describe the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
2. Explain the impact of the Public Health Acts of the 19th century.
3. Compare healthcare in different time periods.

Title: What did the Public Health Acts do for people’s health?
Questions: 
1. Describe two features of the Public Health Act of 1848.
2. Describe two features of the Public Health Act of 1875.

One feature of the Public Health Act of 1848 / 1875 is …
I know that… /
Information I can use to support this is… [Add own 
knowledge and information]

Another feature of the ___________ is…
I know that… /
Information I can use to support this is… [Add own 
knowledge and information]

Example:
One feature of the face is a nose. 
I know that the nose has nostrils 
and a bridge and is used to 
breathe with.



Think of a key word from today’s lesson and try to get the highest score. 
You may use the letters more that once.



Germ theory

Pasteur’s germ theory proved there was a scientific link 
between dirt & disease. It proved the government was 
wrong to believe in miasma. 

However, Pasteur published his germ theory in 1861 and 
the government did not pass the Second Public Health Act 
until 1875, therefore it could not have been their main 
reason for acting. 

This was because most politicians and doctors continued to 
believe miasma after the publication of germ theory. In 
1884 the British government still rejected Koch’s ideas 
about germs causing cholera in India. 



New voters

In 1867 working class men in towns were given the right to vote. Prior to this only 
middle and upper class men could vote. The government only needed to worry 
about the rich prior to 1867 so had not passed public health reforms, the rich did 
not want to pay to improve the lives of the poor.

This all changed in 1867 and again in 1884 when working class men in the 
countryside got the vote. If politicians wanted to win elections they had to 
promise laws to win votes of working men. MPs were now more likely to take 
notice of the needs of poor people in towns who were the main victims of poor 
public health. Public Health Acts and laws did coincide with this change to the 
voting system. 

However, MPs still needed votes from the rich too, so this may not have been a 
key reason for the passing of the Second Public Health Act. Also the Public Health 
Act was passed in 1875 and not all men had the vote until 1884.



Change in attitude

In the 1800s the government had a Laissez Faire attitude towards looking 
after people. Laissez Faire is French for “Leave Alone”. They believed that it 
was not the government’s job to get involved in people’s lives, and if you 
left them alone they would sort themselves out. This meant they did very 
little to help people or improve their lives.

In the late 1800s, this attitude began to change. People expected the 
government to do more and began to demand that they provide services to 
help the poor and the sick.

However, in 1875 there were still many people who disliked the idea of 
government getting in people’s lives and were against paying more taxes to 
help other people. 



Education

Education was improving, the government made every local 
authority set up schools in 1870. 

This showed the governments intervention in the lives of the 
people. Health education was taught and improved literacy meant 
people could read pamphlets giving health and good living advice.

Improved literacy would also lead to more individuals putting 
pressure on the government through letter writing/petitions etc. 

However, it was not until 1880 that education became compulsory 
for all, five years after the 1875 Public Health Act



Cities leading the way

Leeds was one of the filthiest industrial towns with the poorest of 
living conditions. In 1866 they appointed a Medical Officer for 
Health. In the 1870s Leeds took more measures to improve its 
sewage and water quality. This set an example for other cities in 
England.

Towns and cities began to compete with each other to be the 
cleanest. This kind of example put pressure on the government to 
encourage all cities to do the same. T

his embarrassment may well have forced the government to pass 
the Public Health Act in 1875. The work in Leeds in 1874 coincides 
with the passing of the act, showing its importance. 

However, the government’s attitude was still one of Laissez Faire, 
the council acting may have made the government think that town 
councils were doing well on their own and didn’t need 
government help.



Statistics

From 1837 the government collected statistics on births, marriages and 
deaths. 

William Farr used these to put together an accurate picture of where 
deaths were highest and what people died of. He was able to prove the 
link between poor living and high death rates. He also published data 
which showed which towns were the dirtiest, to shame them into action. 

This however may not have been that important in making the 
government act, as the local town rather than the government was 
shamed into action. Farr compiled his statistics in 1837, many years 
before the 1875 Public Health Act. 



Cholera

Cholera was a horrible disease that had been causing huge numbers 
of deaths in England since 1831, in 1865-66 there was another 
outbreak of cholera. This put pressure on the government to clean up 
and stop outbreaks like this happening.. 

However, the 2nd Public Health Act was 10 years after this cholera 
outbreak (1865). Cholera had also broken out in 1854. The 
government did not pass a law like this after every outbreak, showing 
it was not the main reason for the law. 



John Snow’s recommendations

In 1855 John Snow suggested that the government invest in new sewers in 
London following his discovery in 1854 that dirty water caused cholera. He 
presented them with his detailed evidence. He said if they did this another 
cholera epidemic would not break out. 

However, he was largely ignored. Although Snow had lots of practical 
evidence to show that water was causing cholera, he did not have the 
scientific evidence until Pasteur discovered germs. 



Great Stink 

The summer of 1858 was very, very hot, there was no rain. 
River levels fell, especially the Thames in London. As a result 
the smell from the river grew worse and one of the very worst 
places was the Houses of Parliament, right next to the river. 

The Great Stink made the government act and employ Joseph 
Bazalgette to build 83 miles of sewers that would remove 420 
million gallons of sewage per day. The Great Stink added to 
the evidence that more changes were needed. 

However, the changes only focused on London and there was 
no expectation or requirement for other cities to build sewers.
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