Position Statement

URBAN ENVIRONMENTS
Introduction
The following is a position statement on urban environments prepared by the Public Health
Unit for Waikato District Health Board (Waikato DHB).
This position statement is intended to provide a high-level policy position for our organisation
and guide local response across our DHB catchment and broader as required.
Waikato District Health Board’s Position
The way we plan our cities and towns affects the health of New Zealanders. There is a
strong link between urban design and aspects of poor health that place disproportionate
burden on our communities and health services. Cities and towns can be designed in ways
that will improve health and reduce demand for health service costs.
The Waikato DHB will

1. Develop and support formal collaborative approaches to planning and policy
development across all levels of government and iwi at governance, management
and operational levels where there is potential to maximise health gain, reduce
inequalities, and realise co-benefits for all. This aligns with the Health in All Policies
Approach recognised by the World Health Organisation. This includes engagement
with key stakeholders at an early stage of planning, and providing public health
advice and evidence as required to optimise environmental conditions.

2. Advocate for and support neighbourhood characteristics and design that are most
consistently associated with decreased non-communicable disease risk factors.
These include to:
o increase residential density and provide multiple transport choices for
improved liveability
o provide greater green space to enable improved physical and mental health
outcomes
o improve access to essential social services such as schools and
supermarkets
o optimise land-use mix e.g. mixed land use planning which can reduce vehicle
kilometres travelled
o enable social capital and create places for social interaction
o improve walking and cycling and public transport infrastructure and services
and transport accessibility to enable access to essential services for all, and
o improve urban environment design, quality, amenity and safety[1, 2]
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3. Work with other sectors to ensure access to health and other essential services is not
compromised in urban environment planning processes.
4. Raise awareness of and provide information and evidence to help ensure
communities in urban environments are less vulnerable and more resilient to natural
hazards, and the effects of climate change. Globally and locally, the negative
impacts of climate change will be disproportionally borne by the poor and the
vulnerable. The human health impacts and health co-benefits of climate mitigation
strategies are well documented in the literature.[3, 4]
5. Support and promote the use of impact assessment tools to support the development
of urban environments that promote good health, and to enable community
participation in urban environment policy development and planning.[5]
6. Support the continuation of the making of submissions to all levels of government
and organisations as appropropriate to ensure opportunities to improve population
health, wellbeing and equity outcomes are optimised.
Heath links and the wider environment
Wellbeing is a dynamic process across the life-course. This is reflected in the Ministry of
Health’s (2016) representation of health in the wider context (figure 1) which illustrates
the various factors that contribute to health and the way in which health influences
people’s lives.[6]

Figure 1: NZ Health Strategy (2016)

Radical improvement in Māori Health Outcomes by Eliminating Health Inequities for
Māori
Health disparities are significant contributors to the burden of disease. A key strategic
priority for the Waikato DHB is to achieve a radical improvement in Māori health outcomes
by eliminating health inequities for Māori.[7] Waikato DHB position statements contribute to
the DHB’s commitment to reducing health inequities to improve health and wellbeing for
Māori.
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Key information
Urban environments are a key determinant of health and wellbeing. The determinants of
health are the social factors and physical conditions in the environment that influence where
people are born, where they live, learn, play work and age; the opportunities they have and
the choices they make. These circumstances are shaped by how money, power and
resources are distributed at the global, national, regional and local levels and can contribute
to health inequities.
Although genetics and personal behaviour play a strong part in determining an individual’s
health, up to half of what affects this is determined by our social and physical environment.[1]
Identified public health risks associated with sub- optimal urban environments include a lack
of integrated land use and transport planning which limit opportunities for physical activity
and safe recreation which in turn lead to declining rates of physical activity and increased
chronic disease risk e.g. heart disease.[2]
Positive impacts on health and overall wellbeing or mental wellbeing can come from
provision of and access to greenspace, and improved social connectedness. Land use mix
can result in issues related to general access to public amenities. Proximity between home,
work and community services can also impact on health.[8]
Poor health outcomes, associated with the urban environment, can lead to economic and
social costs. A study completed in 2016 identified that physical inactivity in the Auckland,
Waikato and Wellington regions, where about half the country’s population live, costs $648
million a year, of which Waikato accounted for $106 million.[9]
We have growing evidence about the long-term life costs as our population grows and/or
ages and is exposed to health risks associated with an unhealthy urban environments,
especially in regard to chronic conditions such as diabetes and heart disease. Improved
health is strongly linked to sustainable development. Many interventions which promote
better human health at the same time also promote better environmental health.[2]
The major influences on the health of people in communities lie outside the health sector.
Given this, productive partnerships within and outside of the health sector is a Waikato DHB
strategic imperative.
As part of our strategic commitment to productive
partnerships/whanaketanga, we will work alongside other organisations that plan and
develop urban environments to identify shared agreed goals that help protect and improve
community health and wellbeing outcomes.[10]
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