
Healthy Built Environments = Healthy Cities

Susan Thompson and Tony Capon

Co-Directors, Healthy Built Environments Program, City Futures Research Centre

Utzon Lecture 13 October 2010











Image Source: Sydney Morning Herald – Sydney Symphony Orchestra 



Outline

 Health and the built environment

 Healthy place making

 Environmental sustainability and health

 Supporting the creation of healthy built environments
 Key challenges and opportunities



 The burden of chronic disease

 Escalating costs of the sick care system

 Environments that have ‘designed out’ 

healthy behaviour in everyday life

 Increasing focus on preventive health

 Increasing recognition of the role of the 

built environment 

The key issues



Obesity in Australia 

Access Economics for Diabetes Australia, 2006



Burden of Disease 

Preventative Health Taskforce, 2009



NSW Health (2006) Report of the NSW Chief Health Officer, NSW Health: Sydney



NSW Health: Report of the NSW Chief Health Officer.





Source: Mumford, 1961, The City in History

Historical links between the built 

environment and health

Source: Wheeler, 2010





Dahlgren G, Whitehead M. Policies and Strategies to Promote Social Equity in Health. Stockholm: Institute of Futures Studies, 1991

The determinants of health
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Healthy place making
A strong legacy from the built environment disciplines





Healthy places support access to healthy food
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Retention of prime agricultural land

Images: Ian Sinclair, Edge Land Planning





Healthy places encourage physical activity
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Healthy places encourage cycling









Healthy places encourage walking 



Walking for transport



Walking for recreation

1. Access to 

beaches, facilities, 

parks

2. Pedestrian 

infrastructure

3. Owning a dog

4. Aesthetics





























Source: Research Australia www.researchaustralia.org

http://www.researchaustralia.org/


Climate change is the 

biggest global health 

threat of the 21st Century

May 16, 2009

The Lancet



Putative pathways between climate change and health
(McMichael, 2009)



2009 Summer Heatwave 
(Victorian CHO)



Australian Academy of Science

2006 Fenner Conference
Urbanism, Environment and Health



     Framework for urban sustainability and population health 
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Lancet Series on Health and Climate Change:
http://www.thelancet.com/series/health-and-climate-

change

Low-carbon ways of living are healthy ways of living
• Energy generation
• Mobility
• Food choices
• Housing 

AAS Fenner Conference, Canberra, June 23-24, 
2010

http://nceph.anu.edu.au/Fenner2010/index.php

Good news story

http://www.thelancet.com/series/health-and-climate-change
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Biosensitivity Triangle
Boyden

Health of people

Decisions

Health of planet





National 

Government

Preventative Health 

Strategy

Final report 2009

Significant 

recommendations for 

supportive environments for 

health 



Federal Policy

Major Cities Unit

Identifies health 

as an important 

component of the 

liveability of 

Australian cities



Significant 

Partnerships

PIA, NHF, ALGA 

National guidelines 

connecting planning 

and health

www.healthyplaces.org.au

http://www.healthyplaces.org.au/


Health NGOs can support 

healthy place making



Victorian Government 

Pedestrian Access 

Strategy 

2010



Strategic policy and local 

planning initiatives



State 

Government 

NSW Health Plan 

Identifies built 

environment and 

urban planning 

as significant 

areas for health



PCAL 
http://www.pcal.nsw.gov.au/  



http://www.health.nsw.gov.au/pubs/2010/hud_checklist.html

Capacity  

building 

tool 

developed 

by NSW 

Health

http://www.health.nsw.gov.au/pubs/2010/hud_checklist.html
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Healthy Built 

Environments 

Program

Our vision is that 

built 

environments 

will be planned, 

designed, 

developed and 

managed to 

promote and 

protect health for 

all people 



HBEP strategic areas

 Research

 Leadership and advocacy

 Education and capacity building



Challenges and opportunities for healthy place making

 Working together across disciplines

 Working with different knowledge bases and research 

traditions

 Increasing interdisciplinary education

 Recognising diversity and local context

 Linking with environmental sustainability / climate change





Contact the HBEP

http://www.fbe.unsw.edu.au/cf/HBEP/


