
Health as the Pulse of 
the New Urban Agenda

United Nations Conference on Housing and 
Sustainable Urban Development

Quito – October 2016

Department of Public Health

Environmental and Social Determinants of Health

World Health Organization (WHO)

20 Avenue Appia, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland

www.who.int/phe/en

The most important asset of any city is the health of its 

citizens. The success of the New Urban Agenda will 

hinge on a clear understanding of how urban policies 

can foster good health, and how a vision for healthy, 

safe, inclusive and equitable cities can act as a driver 

of local sustainable development. Health is the vital 

sign – the “pulse” – of the New Urban Agenda.
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Preface

The Third United Nations Conference on Housing 
and Sustainable Urban Development, Habitat III, 
will produce a new agenda for the next 20 years 
of urban development. For this global strategy 
to succeed, the health of the nearly four billion 
people who dwell in cities today must be a cen-
tral concern. 

Decisions related to urban planning, finance 
and governance can create or exacerbate major 
health risks – or they can foster healthier envi-
ronments and lifestyles, that in turn reduce the 
risks of both communicable and noncommuni-
cable diseases. 

Previous Habitat conferences did not address 
the fundamental linkages between health and 
sustainable urban development. The New Urban 
Agenda to be adopted at Habitat III, however, 
clarifies the importance of those linkages and 
that health is not only about the provision of 
health care services, reflecting decades of expe-
rience and advances in our understanding of 
how the shape and form of urban development 
influences the health of city residents. The NUA 
recognizes that effective urban planning, infra-
structure development and governance can 
mitigate risks and promote the health and well-
being of urban populations.

Those who design, plan, build and govern cities 
exercise great influence over the basic ingredi-
ents of a healthy life, including access to decent 
housing, clean air and water, nutritious food, safe 
transport and mobility, opportunities for physical 
activity, and protection from injury risks and toxic 
pollutants. Cities that offer these fundamentals 
can dramatically reduce the incidence and asso-
ciated costs of a wide range of diseases – from 

heart disease and stroke, to vector-borne diseases 
and childhood illnesses – while improving health 
equity for those most often exposed to such risks, 
such as children, older people, women, people 
with disabilities, and the poor. Cities that offer 
health-enabling environments and coordinated 
support for healthy lifestyles can ensure that 
their citizenry are not only healthier and hap-
pier, but more economically productive, with far 
lower costs to both families and societies due to 
work-related illnesses and injuries.

This paper clarifies these and other critically 
important connections between health and 
urban policies. It also provides a detailed vision 
for integrating health into urban planning and 
governance, and offers practical guidance on 
health-promoting approaches for those tasked 
with implementing the New Urban Agenda in 
the years to come.

Habitat III comes soon after the adoption of 
the post-2015 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment, which acknowledges the importance 
of cities in the context of Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal (SDG) 11 (“Make cities inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable”), and health in the con-
text of SDG 3 (“Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all”). To achieve these and all SDGs, 
cooperation between different stakeholders and 
institutions is urgently needed – not only to make 
the best use of finite resources, but to capital-
ize on synergies and ensure policy coherence to 
achieve systemic change. By explicitly acknowl-
edging health as a central component of urban 
planning and governance, Habitat III will be 
much better positioned to deliver on its vision 
of sustainable urban development for all.
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