
Nature as Urban Health 
Infrastructure: 
From Evidence to Action

Mònica Ubalde-López, PhD

ISGlobal

Clima, Air Pollution , Nature and Urban health program-CANU
Urban Health Impact Group-UrbHIG

I Biocities webinar series: Healthy cities by Nature

03 June 2026



+
According to the WHO, 

" Health is a state of complete physical, mental 

and social well -being and not merely the absence 

of diseaseor infirmity ò



Health and health 

determinants

Dalghren and Whitehead, 1991

Our health is determined by 

socio-economic, cultural and 

environmental factors and 

public policies

alterable!

inalterable!

23%According to the WHO, 

of global mortality, and 

disease burden

is linked to environmental 

factors.

Factors that are alterable!
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75%
world population





Nieuwenhuijsen 2016 and 2018

Conceptual framework for the relationship between urban

and transport planning, environmental exposures and human health



The drivers of health
in cities come from 

outside the health sector 

+





60% of its 

surface area is 

dedicated to 

facilitating 

motorised traffic, 

resulting in a 

lack of space for 

people.





Font: Karl Jilg,for the  Swedish 

Road Administration 

Pedestrians in 

the current 

model
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Air Pollution Heat Noise

Have negative health effects

Health effects related 

to mobility 



Lack of open and 
green spaces



Health effects related to 

mobility 

Physical ActivityGreen & Blue spaces

Have positive health effects



Urban planning is a 

Public Health 

Intervention 

+



+ Designers, 

architects,

urban and transport planners 

have a critical opportunity

to protect and promote health



Natural 

environment

ω ¢ȅǇŜ όŜΦƎΦΣ ǳǊōŀƴ ǇŀǊƪύ

ω vǳŀƭƛǘȅ όŜΦƎΦΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ 

diversity)

ω !Ƴƻǳƴǘ όŜΦƎΦΣ ǘǊŜŜ 

canopy near home)

Physicalactivity

Stress reduction

Social contacts

Reduce the risk of

Å Depression

Å Cardiovascular 

diseasesand mortality

Å Stroke

Å Diabetes

Å Asthma

Å Cancer

Increaselevelsof
Å Mental well-being

Å Happiness

Å Academicperformance

Å Memorycapacity

Å Sleepquality

EcosystemServices
Å Coolingof cities
Å Storm-water runoff
Å Reducedair pollution
Å Providingmicrobial

diversity

BIODIVERSITY

Adaptedfrom Hartiget al. 2014: 
http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.114
6/annurev-publhealth-032013-182443

Urban Green Spaces 
Reduce Disease Risk

http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-032013-182443


Evapotranspiració

Evapotranspiració

Evapotranspiration

450 L water

mature tree



Urban parksreduce heat exposure

https://www.nature.org/content/dam/tnc/nature/en/documents/20160825_PHA_Report_Final.pdf
Sugawara et al. (2016); Taha et al. (1991); Jaganmohan et al. (2016); Ketterer & Matzakaris (2014); Legese Feyisa et al. (2014);
Ng et al. 2012; Shashua-Bar & Hoffmann (2000); Talgehani et al. (2014) 

Coolingintensity: 0.3 ɀ6.7°C

Onepark width
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https://www.nature.org/content/dam/tnc/nature/en/documents/20160825_PHA_Report_Final.pdf
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Compared to people who lived in more 

vulnerable neighborhoods,

People living in neighborhoods that 

transitioned over time towards 

more favorable green space 

features had a 15% 

lower risk of developing 

diabetes.
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Ulrich, R. 1984 Science. 224(4647): 420.  



Biodiversity boosts children immune system

Grass

Bushes

shrubs (blueberries) 

mosses

Gravel 

sand

Concrete

vs

* Roslund et al., Biodiversity intervention enhances immune regulation and health-associated commensal microbiota among daycare children. Science Advance, 2020

IMMUNE
SYSTEM

Allergy
Asthma
IBD
Eczema
Diabetes
Obesity
Cancer

*
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Ẅ Tree coverage surrounding
schools might help reducing
aggressivenessin children

ẄGreening schools could give an
opportunity to prevent
aggressive behavior in children




