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+
According to the WHO, 

"Health is a state of complete physical, mental 

and social well-being and not merely the absence 

of disease or infirmity”



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

• Type (e.g., urban park)

• Quality (e.g., species 

diversity)

• Amount (e.g., tree 

canopy near home)

Physical activity

Stress reduction

Social contacts

Reduce the risk of

• Depression

• Cardiovascular 

diseases and mortality

• Stroke

• Diabetes

• Asthma

• Cancer

Increase levels of
• Mental well-being

• Happiness

• Academic performance

• Memory capacity

• Sleep quality

Ecosystem Services
• Cooling of cities
• Storm-water runoff
• Reduced air pollution
• Providing microbial

diversity

BIODIVERSITY

Adapted from Hartig et 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 parks reduce 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) 

Cooling intensity: 0.3 – 6.7°C

One park 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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❑ Tree coverage surrounding
schools might help reducing
aggressiveness in children

❑ Greening schools could give an
opportunity to prevent
aggressive behavior in children





Playing in nature as a child

is linked to better mental health in 

adulthood(1)

(1) Preuss M, et al. Low Childhood Nature Exposure is Associated with Worse Mental Health in Adulthood. International Journal of Environment Research and Public Health, 2019.

Adults who have had 

LITTLE CONTACT with 

nature during childhood 

VALUE LESS contact with 

natural environments (1)



Green spaces can significantly benefit

children’s physical, mental and social development







Elands et al. 2018

Green infrastructure promotes

Social interaction



• More dangerous than smoking 15 cigarettes a day

• Number has doubled since the 1980s

• Immigrants, elderly, low-income families

• Big cities

• Heart disease, stroke, dementia, obesity

Loneliness

Green Care

Nature-based social  prescribing

« The goal is for RECETAS not only to contribute to the scientific 

evidence, but to offer healthcare providers, care professionals, 

social service organizations and communities sensible solutions

to address loneliness in a cost-effective way » J. Litt



Building individual and community resilience
through Nature-based Therapies

The RESONATE Project

The Resonate project is funded by the European Union's Horizon Europe program for 
research and innovation (no. 101081420) and co-funded by the UK Research and 

Innovation Grant (no. 10063874).



Barcelona CS objective 

To evaluate the effects of group mindful walks

along the urban coast on participants’ physical and 

emotional well-being, 

by promoting increasing time spent outdoors, 

connection with nature, fostering mindfulness 

practices and building individual and community 

resilience.



We need more 
green areas and trees
and less medicines! 



WHO recommendations 

universal access

to green spaces

a green space of at least 0.5 

ha

at a distance in a straight line 

of no more than 300 

meters from each home
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3-30-300 GREEN SPACE RULE AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Few people (6%) achieved the 

3-30-300 green space rule
in Barcelona

Meeting the rule was associated 

with a 23-76% reduction 
in mental health indicators:
• poor mental health
• medication use 
• psychologist/psychiatrist visits

Nieuwenhuijsen et al 2022 Konijnendijk 2021





GREENING SCHOOL 
ENVIRONMENTS



We need to promote
functional 

urban biodiversity 

Source: https://paisajetransversal.org/2024/01/naturalizacion-conservacion-biodiversidad-funcional-urbana-lorena-escuer/

WELCOME BUGS 
AND BAD WEEDS!!

We need you !!

https://paisajetransversal.org/2024/01/naturalizacion-conservacion-biodiversidad-funcional-urbana-lorena-escuer/


Between 2000 and 
2010 there was a 
net loss in urban 
forest cover in 
cities across the 
world*

*The Nature Conservancy and C40 Cities Climate Leadership Groupvan den Bosch & Nieuwenhuijsen (2017). Env. Int. 99: 343-350



NEW
URBAN MODELS

Nieuwenhuijsen 2021



BCNEcología

Barcelona Superblock Model



AFTER

Barcelona 

Super Block

San Antoni

BEFORE



Mueller et al. Changing the urban design of cities for health: the superblock model. 

Environment International, 2019

Annual Premature Deaths that 

the “Superblocks” Model 

Could Avoid in Barcelona

Green spaces ↑ 19%
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Green Axes – Eixos Verds



https://www.barcelona.cat/pla-superilla-barcelona/es/ejes-verdes-y-plazas-de-leixample

Green Axes – Eixos Verds
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https://www.barcelona.cat/pla-superilla-barcelona/es/ejes-verdes-y-plazas-de-leixample
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Green cities, 

healthy

people

Active cities, 

healthy

people,

Clean cities, 

healthy

people

Social cities, 

healthy

people



THANK YOU

monica.ubalde@isglobal.com

@menahia

https://www.linkedin.com/in/monicaubaldelopez


