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Policy Brief – Health and
environment linkages in the urban
environment
Over the next thirty years, most of the world’s population growth will occur in cities and towns of
poor countries (1). Even while population growth rates in Asia, for instance, are falling dramatically,
the region will see an absolute increase of nearly a billion people over the next three decades –
growth concentrated mostly in urban areas (2). In Africa, the urbanization process also is occurring
apace. For example, in the United Republic of Tanzania, the population of Dar es Salaam is
doubling every 12 years (3).
Rapid, unplanned and unsustainable patterns of urban development are making developing cities
focal points for many emerging environment and health hazards. As urban populations grow, the
quality of the urban environment, will play an increasingly important role in public health with
respect to issues ranging from solid waste disposal, provision of safe water and sanitation, and
injury prevention, to the interface between urban poverty, environment and health.

Unsustainable patterns of
transport and urban land use
are a driver, or root cause, of a
number of significant, and
interrelated environment and
health hazards faced by urban
dwellers in developing
countries (4). These health and
environment linkages cut
across a range of policy sectors
and thus are often overlooked
in policymaking. They are a
focus of this Priority Risks
section on the urban
environment.

Environment
and health
linkages

:: View enlarged map [pdf 69kb]
Urban outdoor air pollution

• Urban air pollution – of which a significant proportion is generated by vehicles, as well as

industry and energy production – is estimated to kill some 1.2 million people annually (5).
Today, many developing world cities face very severe levels of urban air pollution – higher
than developed world counterparts (6, 7).
Link to new study on burden of disease from urban air pollution
• Road traffic accidents contribute a further 1.3 million deaths annually; low and middle
income countries bear 90 % of the death and injury toll. Degradation of the built urban and
rural environment – particularly for pedestrians and cyclists – has been cited as a key risk
factor (4, 5, 8, 9).
• Current patterns of urbanization and motorization also are associated with more sedentary
lifestyles, diminished space and opportunities for physical activity, and a consequent surge in
related noncommunicable diseases (10, 11, 12). Physical inactivity is estimated to be
responsible for some 3.2 million deaths globally every year, as a result of disease such as
heart ailments, cancer and diabetes (5, 12).
Costeffective strategies to address such linkages do exist. More integrated transport and land use –
including the development of high capacity, dedicated busways and pedestrian/cycle networks –
have become central to policy in Latin American cities such as Bogotá and Curitiba, and similar
models are being examined/tested in other cities of Africa, the Americas and Asia. Reducing
transport pollution emissions, and their health impacts, through the use of cleaner fuels and vehicle
technologies has been an issue addressed in the African context, and elsewhere. These experiences
will be described in more detail in a forthcoming policy brief and directory of resources.
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