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In a very brief definition, urban health denotes the ap-
plication of the public health concept and methods to 
urban processes and situations.1 The urban health ap-
proach looks at urban populations, systems, and environ-
ment through what has been called the “health prism” or 
“health lens”. In other words, it focuses on health (pro-
motion), on disease (prevention), and on the numerous 
interrelations with urban factors. In a complementarily 
manner, for health professionals, who commonly think in 
health terms, urban health introduces “urban lens” which 
reveals a plethora of innovative ways to tackle population 
health and sustainability of welfare systems.
Urban health exemplifies what the World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) calls “Health in all policies”, a concept of 
health most strongly connected to societal sectors beyond 
traditional health care, i.e., housing, education, environ-
ment, economy. Therefore, urban health brings health 
professionals together with a range of other experts in-
cluding city planners, architects, landscape designers, en-
vironmental engineers, and many others.
Why is Urban Health a timely and appropriate idea? Fis-
trly, in the 21st century, after about 11,000 years of urban 
development, cities have become the globally dominant 
form of settlement,2 characterized by high density and di-
versity of populations and activities as well as by complex 
fluxes of matter, energy, information, goods, and – prom-
inently – by movements and migrations of people. Ur-
ban settings feature multiple health-positive opportunities 

of access, communication, and integration, but also high-
er risks of exposure to several agents, including physical, 
mental, and social stressors. In addition, due  to new tech-
nologies or social trends, the urban and metropolitan en-
vironments are constantly changing. Again, this provides 
opportunities and, at the same time, necessitates vigilance 
to safeguard everybody’s health.
The papers published in a special section of this issue of 
Epidemiologia&Prevenzione cover a wide range of relevant 
topics. Increasing physical activity is, of course, pivotal 
for overcoming current health challenges.3 Urban envi-
ronments conducive to walking and cycling are rightful-
ly held in high esteem.4 There are numerous factors co-
determining mobility, including physical network design, 
attributes of urban quality, and social arrangements, e.g., 
the walking bus for school children.
With people spending large lifetime fractions at home, the 
attributes of housing require careful attention. While pre-
serving classic, time-tested hygienic standards, new con-
cepts of quality, safety, and comfort emerge and want to 
be incorporated.5-7

The collection of papers illustrates that, beyond substan-
tive issues, urban health requires a range of diagnostic as-
sessments as well as interventive approaches.8 This in-
cludes adequate indicators, scores and scales. Quantitative 
modelling helps to estimate risks and benefits,9 thus con-
tributing to a prudent mindset of foresight and precau-
tion.10 Prospective environmental and/or social impact 
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assessments of policies, projects, and urban plans are con-
sistently meant to include human health, but often fail 
to do so.11 Innovative multi-criteria tools might help im-
proving the practice.
Reference to the activity promoted by the European Pub-
lic Health Association (EUPHA)’s Urban Health section, 
by WHO, and by the European Commission (EC) was 
instrumental in recent efforts in many European countries 
to revitalize the traditional proximity of planning with 
health. In Germany, a foundation-sponsored research 
programme “City of the future: healthy and sustainable” 
was established, after having been prepared by debates and 
joint academic excursions of planners and health profes-
sionals.12,13

In recent years, there has been a rise of awareness in de-
signing urban plans and promoting initiatives of commu-
nity design that could improve qualities of urban contexts 
in European cities.14 Furthermore, there are an increas-
ing number of research groups on public health that ex-
plore, in synergies with schools of architecture and urban 
planning, characteristics and qualities of the built envi-
ronment which are able to promote healthy lifestyles.15 
But much more could be done.
The papers included in this issue of Epidemiologia& 
Prevenzione show great promise for urban health in Ita-
ly and beyond. The successful work needs to be contin-
ued: suitable ways to implement betterments for health 
and sustainability, both locally and on larger scales, will 
arise and consolidate.
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RAINER FEHR, THROUGH HIS WEBSITE, PAYS FURTHER ATTENTION 
TO THE ISSUES HERE PRESENTED

You are very welcome to visit the website www.rfehr.eu at «Topics&Activities» 
section, where dr. Fehr shows in deep the «Urban Health» project of 2013 

https://rfehr.eu/portfolio/2013-project-urban-health-building-bridges/ 
and the discussions of the European Public Health Association – EUPHA 
https://rfehr.eu/portfolio/2014-health-assessments-with-eupha-sections/


