
ICSU promotes a systems approach to urban health and wellbeing

C ities are now the predominant habitat 
for humans and therefore our health 
and wellbeing needs to be provided 

for and maintained within urban areas. The 
infrastructure of cities fulfills many functions in 
delivering the goods and services people need 
to live healthy lives. The food and water we 
consume, the products and technology we use, 
the places in which we work, live and socialize, 
the opportunities for education, innovation 
and employment – all aspects of human life 
are catered for by the provisioning, regulation, 
habitat, and cultural services of the city, within 
the context of the global ecosystem1,2,3.

At this time, urban sustainability is 
challenging because of the difficulty people 
have in adapting to changing environments. 
Urban systems play a significant role in 
achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) set out by the United Nations’ 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
which include such aims as clean water and 
sanitation and responsible production and 
consumption. Some difficulties confronting 
city planners, officials and residents include; 
increasing risks of communicable and non-
communicable diseases, pollution, migration, 
safety and security and making adjustments for 
ageing urban societies4,5. Although improved 
healthcare and sanitation have generally 
reduced mortality rates and poverty6, health 

and income inequalities have increased. Health 
concerns in high and low-income countries alike 
have shifted towards so-called lifestyle diseases, 
caused by changing eating habits and a lack of 
physical activity, leading to hypertension and 
obesity, heart diseases, stroke, certain cancers 
and diabetes7.

Positive health effects are brought by access 
to urban green space and biodiversity8,9. 
Apart from providing space for physical and 
mental recreation and socialization, a lack 
of green space means an absence of certain 
microbiota (such as bacteria, fungi, protozoa, 
and helminths, commonly found on animals, 
plants, soil and air). A lack of these weakens the 
immune system and increases susceptibility 
to chronic inflammatory and cardiovascular 
diseases10,11.

The connection to and reliance of people 
upon ecosystems is particularly clear in urban 
areas. Ecosystem health disorders, such as 
biorhythm disorders, disturbance of the 
immune system, allergies, antibiotic resistance, 
stress, depression, and socially determined 
health disorders are occurring as a result 
of being systemically disconnected from 
ecosystems12,13.

Development leading to environmental 
destruction or the erosion of human health 
should not be an option. Therefore, the “Urban 
Health and Wellbeing: a Systems Approach” 

programme of the International Council of 
Science (ICSU), co-sponsored by the United 
Nations University (UNU) and the Interacademy 
Medical Panel (IAMP), was established to 
promote a new system of managing urban 
health and wellbeing. The programme is a 
10-year, interdisciplinary research initiative 
which promotes the science of urban systems 
for optimizing health and wellbeing. It will 
foster dialogue and discourse with stakeholders 
and across scientific disciplines for the collective 
improvement of knowledge on urban health 
and wellbeing for sustainable development.
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