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We take a look at how the environment shapes our health and 
how we can become the architects of our own communities.  

As good as 
its people... 

hat comes to mind 
when you read the 
phrase, ‘healthy city’? 
Perhaps an abundance 
of green space, the 

whirr of cyclists making their daily 
commute, or affordable healthy food 

down every shopping aisle? 
As therapists, we are of course aware 

of the things we need to make us healthy 
and how our environment can impact 
our wellbeing. But in a world with so 
many options at our fingertips, where 
do we begin when it comes to building 

infrastructure, a healthcare system and 
a health education system that works 
for all? We share some eye-opening 
statistics about UK population health, 
before delving into government plans 
to improve this and how we can make a 
difference in our own communities. 

FACTS & FIGURES
THE COST OF LIFESTYLE FACTORS ON THE NHS:

OTHER STATISTICS REFLECTING LIFESTYLE IN THE UK:

Danny McConnell, Strategy Programme Manager for NHS England, said, 
‘The evidence is very clear of the links between places and health. For 

example, the proliferation of hot food takeaways in areas of depravation 
exacerbate health inequalities and increase rates of childhood obesity.’ 

1.  On Dr Rangan Chatterjee’s podcast, Feel Better Live More, he interviewed gold 
medallist Olympian, Chris Boardman about his mission to encourage the public to 
move more. Chris said, ‘... it's an incredible statistic. A big chunk of those journeys 
will be the school run, for example people not wanting their kids to walk to school 
because of the danger of the cars.’ (Feel Better Live More, 2019). 

2.  In their Spatial Planning for Health document, Public Health England states, 
‘It is estimated that 20% of the UK’s housing stock does not meet decent home 
standards [...] Living in good quality and affordable housing is associated with 
numerous positive health outcomes for the general population and those from 
vulnerable groups.’ (Public Health England, 2014).

3.  According to YouGov, ‘34% of this group are men under 40. 18 to 24 year olds 
account for 17% of this demographic, and another 17% are between 25 and 39. 
Young women are the next largest group, with 18 to 24 year olds comprising 13% of 
takeaway regulars and 25 to 39 year olds amounting to another 12%.’  
(YouGov, 2019). 

Inactivity 
£1.1 billion 

Smoking
£5.2 billion

Obesity
£4.2 billion

Alcohol
£3.5 billion

4321

of all car journeys in Greater  
Manchester are under 1km long1 
(Greater Manchester Transport 
Strategy, 2017)

People order 
a takeaway 

once a week3 
(YouGov, 2019).

1in10
Poor quality 
housing 
costs the NHS2 £2.5

billion per year
(BRE, 2010)

30% 
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What makes a healthy city?
The World Health Organization’s (WHO) 
definition of a healthy city is ‘one that is 
continually creating and improving physical 
and social environments and expanding 
community resources which enable 
people to mutually support each other 
in performing all the functions of life and 
developing to their maximum potential’ 
(WHO, 2021). Countries across the world, 
including the UK, are designing healthy 
cities and towns based around this concept. 

A CLOSER LOOK: ENVIROMENTS TO INSPIRE

Manchester
Devolved powers to the Greater Manchester region involved the UK government 
delegating powers of the organization of health and social care to give the 
region greater control over funding streams. This has resulted in the Greater 
Manchester Health Population Plan which supports coordinated region-wide 
action on health. This includes a unified governance system and a tobacco 
reduction plan which aims to reduce smoking ‘at a pace and scale greater than 
any other major global city’ (The Kings Fund, 2021). 

THE LINE city in Saudi Arabia
The Prince of Saudi Arabia unveiled plans for THE LINE city in early 2021, with 
a view for completion by 2030. The proposal is a 170km city built in straight line 
with only natural, walkable spaces above ground. A transport system will sit 
underground in the second layer and below that will be an Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) and freight hub to support the overall running of the city.

It is hoped that the city will be home to one million people and that it will 
address some of the world’s most pressing challenges such as climate change, 
urban sprawl, traffic congestion and social disconnection (NEOM, 2021). 

Amsterdam
Renowned for its cycle lanes and encouragement of public transport, 
Amsterdam is considered to be one of the worlds healthiest cities (iamsterdam, 
2018). Its ‘Vision for Health and Wellbeing’ also focuses on self-reliance, 
encouraging its citizens to lead an independent, healthy lifestyle for as long as 
possible. It aspires to be an ‘age-friendly city’  in which every resident can keep 
participating in society, even if they are no longer able to do everything on their 
own. It is envisioned that innovative technology such as self-monitoring devices, 
diagnostic software and care robots will play a part in helping to achieve this 
(amsterdam.nl, 2021).

But I think a re-write of that script 
is needed — it should be led by the 
committee. It should be that the town 
develops its concept of what it should 
look like, based on all the points listed 
above, and then says to the developer, 
‘how are you going to make this a 
reality?’. It would make a lot more sense 
that way, but sadly it comes down to 
money and is very unlikely to change.’ 

Is it possible to work with  
‘what you’ve got’?
‘You certainly can! You can make the 
air cleaner, you can add more green 
space (for example, on unused church 
or council property), and you can easily 
develop social and cultural offerings.

'So much thought goes into the way 
places look but you can get towns that 
look absolutely awful and have a huge 
social heart that you couldn’t replicate. 
I can think of a village near me that 
looks a bit of a dump, but it’s got the 
most incredible community feel. I have 
a little surgery there and when people 
come in, they’ll always give their place 
to someone who looks more poorly. 
They never mind if they have to wait 
an hour - in fact, they tell me off if they 
haven’t caught up with the local gossip! 
So, you can create the most wonderful 
city from the ground up, but it could be 
totally heartless. If it’s not got a soul, a 
culture and a history, what has it got? 
The buildings and infrastructure are 
important, but they can be changed. 
What matters more is the goodwill of 
the people to help achieve that.’

What does the future look like for 
healthy cities in the UK?
‘I think we are slowly moving in a 
good direction. The real problem is a 
national agenda - the income between 
rich and poor needs to be narrower 
and people need to feel less alienated. 
We need everyone to feel that they’re 
part of their town and that they want 
to be a part of making it better - this is 
where social prescribing comes in. 

‘Social prescribing takes people who 
are most down on their luck, who are 
the least motivated, and gives them 
the opportunity to be listened to, to 
share their history, beliefs, hopes and 
challenges. They’re then supported, 
whether that’s joining a group, finding 
an allotment or helping them into 

employment — leading them to a 
better place as an individual. In doing 
that, you build up the voluntary offer 
locally and increase social capital, 
which leads to a community that’s 
beginning to create health rather than 
make people ill, which is what I believe 
many communities do at present.’

Change in our  
own communities 
Jot down in the box below some 
changes that could be made to make 
your local town or city healthier.

prevent illness and keep people living 
independently; to rethink the delivery of 
health and care services; and to spread 
learning and good practice to future 
developments and regeneration areas 
(Kings Fund, 2019). The Healthy New 
Towns Programme is currently in the 
second year and will run until 2023. 

Dr Michael Dixon, GP and chair of the 
College of Medicine, is a commissioner on 
the Healthy Cities project at the University 
of Oxford. We spoke to him about what 
makes a healthy city and the steps needed 
to create one... 

How much of a part does effective 
governance have to play in designing  
a healthy city? Does it make the  
process slower?
‘Governance is important because you’ve 

got to speak for the people, you’ve got to 
represent them and get the best value for 
money according to the evidence you’ve 
got. I think this inevitably slows things 
down, as getting people to agree to things 
takes time. For me the key thing is not 
only that people have a say in decision 
making but that they have a role to play in 
volunteering and in the provision of a city. 

‘I think an important part of our 
infrastructure is joining people together 
where you can. For example, in a town 
local to where I live in Devon, there is a 
volunteer care coordinator in every street 
who knows everybody in their area and 
matches them to volunteers who they feel 
might be helpful. This brings a sense of 
connection and it's when you get that level 
of connection in a town that things begin 
to change.’

Where do you start when it comes to 
designing a healthy city?
‘Planning is crucial. Affordable housing 
and how this is organised, as well as 
employment, a good public transport 
system and walkways to schools are so 
important. Clean air is also key, and it is 
very easy to measure, which is a positive. 
In our most recent manifesto at the 
College of Medicine, we’ve suggested 
that everybody should be entitled to air 
monitors and to make noise if the air 
quality in their area is poor. 

'One issue with the planning process 
is that it often happens the wrong way 
around. For example, a developer will 
buy some farmland and the planning 
committee can then have some influence. 

Sharing what you are doing to make your 
town or city healthier with your clients may 
inspire them to also make a wider change 
in their local community, or to make small 
changes that positively impact themselves 
or a loved one. It could be choosing to 
walk to the shop rather than driving, taking 
the time to have a conversation with a 
neighbour, organising a garden veg swap, 
or starting a ‘walking school bus’ — these 
things can all have a positive ripple effect 
on health and wellbeing. 

Below we have listed some steps that 
you or your clients could take to make 
wider change in the local community:

n Local council
A good first step is to contact your local 
councillor. Write them a letter explaining 
some of the changes you’d like to see and 
ask questions about the best way to make 
change happen. They’ll likely be pleased 
you got in touch and help you to figure out 
a way to help that works for you too. 
n Social prescribing
The role of a link worker role is a paid 
position and involves supporting people in 
your community by connecting them with 
others. Find a role local to you by visiting 
socialprescribingnetwork.com/contact-us. 
n Volunteering
We understand not everybody has the 
time to dedicate to a regular voluntary role 
but nowadays there are so many options 
to choose from. Whether it’s offering half 
an hour a week to call someone who is 
lonely as a volunteer at The Silver Line or a 
morning at your local food bank, start your 
search today.
n Social groups
Join a social group in your local 
community and do something you enjoy 
while connecting with others. Search via 
your local Facebook group, or simply ask a 
friend if they are part of any social groups 
that might interest you. T

SHARE YOUR TIPS OR STORIES WITH 
OTHER MEMBERS...
Maybe you are already involved in projects 
that aim to make your town or city a 
healthier place to live. We’d love to find 
out more and to share these stories with 
your fellow members. Please send a few 
paragraphs (and a photo, where relevant) 
to Leanne at lsheill@fht.org.uk

The UK’s Healthy New Towns Programme 
is working with 10 demonstrator sites 
to explore how the development of 
new places could create healthier and 
better-connected communities with 
integrated and high-quality services 
(NHS, 2019). Representatives from the 
development and planning and health 
and care sectors, as well as the wider 
local community, sit on these planning 
committees. The programme has three key 
aims: to promote health and wellbeing, 
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