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Urbanisation refers to the shift of population from rural to urban setting. Urbanism is the associated set of living conditions, behaviours and values. Both processes are occurring widely in Asia. China, for example, has recently announced plans to create, de novo, ten or more cities of around 20-30 million people, in order to provide urban accommodation for its growing and urbanizing population. Urban living affects human health via several pathways. These comprise: (i) direct ways (e.g., via exposure to air pollution, the “heat-island” amplification of heatwaves, and the micro-environment of urban housing); (ii) less direct ways (e.g., via the change in physical activity patterns and, hence, in obesity and associated health disorders, and via the commercial, social and peer pressures to adopt urban dietary patterns); and (iii) more indirect ways (e.g., via the changes in family formation, social networking and individual mobility). 

Urbanisation also has implications for local and regional environmental pressures. On the one hand, there are some economies of scale and service provision (especially with high-density housing) and opportunities for recycling. On the other hand, urbanism entails increases in consumption level and energy use, combined with an uncoupling of communities from engagement with their environmental life-supports; cities thus have “ecological footprints” that extend well beyond their physical boundaries, and this has present and future consequences for the wellbeing and health of adjoining and distant populations.

Since urbanization is a multifaceted process, it would be sensible to focus research on just several major aspects of the experience. One important topic is to elucidate the balance of health gains and losses associated with the evolution of urban transport systems – and to model the spectrum of health impacts and their DALYs burdens from future projected urban transport developments. While the obvious impacts refer to injuries, accidental deaths and the health detriments of air pollutants from automotive exhausts, there are many other impacts on health. One of the most notable is the rise in obesity associated with the decline in physical activity. Indeed, WHO (Geneva) is currently developing an international study of this question of the health impacts of urban transport in developing-country cities, and the Asian MetaCentre would provide a natural collaboration for this research within the Asian region. (Prof. McMichael is already assisting the development of this topic with WHO.) Motorised traffic is also a major source of greenhouse gas emissions, and therefore a contributor to global climate change and its impacts on human wellbeing and health.

A second important, but often overlooked, topic is to do with the quality of the residential micro-environment. There is, now, accruing evidence of the importance of the domestic environment as determinant of: (i) exposure to infectious agents in early life, with important “programming” effects on the developing immune system (and outcomes such as asthma – which tend to rise in many urban populations); (ii) exposure to extremes of heat and cold (hazardous to the old, the frail and the very young); (iii) in-door air quality – which may often, but not always, be better in urban than in rural settings. (Indoor air pollution accounts for a very great burden of disease and premature death in developing countries, particularly in rural and poor urban households using solid fuels with poor ventilation.)  NCEPH has related research activities and interests in these areas, and plans a close collaboration with colleagues in New Zealand.

