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Urban is a broad definition & many factors influence 
urbanization patterns

• The Diversity of Urban
• Large urban centres

• Large urban centres resulting from conurbations, 

• Smaller urban centres

• Large villages and small towns

• Rural areas

• In designing Health interventions “one size fits all” 
doesn’t work

• It is not only large cities that have low-income, 
vulnerable communities

• Climate and Conflict are exacerbating natural trends 
of urbanisation GLOBALLY
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More Cities of All Scales & Population Density (1km2 grid cell)

An urbanizing world & growth of cities

Many of the Cities of 2050 have yet to be built!



As we plan for future 
pandemics, why is 

understanding urban form and 
function so important?



Covid-19 impacts on cities & their response 

• The Covid-19 pandemic was like an X-ray. It has shown the many  EXISTING 
inequities and divisions in urban settings

• The impacts have been governed by:
• Overcrowding NOT density

• Co-morbidities (Global South= communicable diseases Global North= non-
communicable disease)

• Treatment-seeking behaviour

• Demographics (age profile, mobility)

• Cities’ ability to respond (triage, isolating the vulnerable)

• Socio-economic situation of the most vulnerable (slums in the global south, Migrant 
communities in global north)

• The “nimble” performance of city-governments in managing the pandemic 
is critical in support of national governments plans (earlier engagement??)

• Many of the interventions NEED spatially disaggregated local-level data, 
only available at city level



CitiIQ  COVID-19 City Readiness and Response Tracker
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Cities and pandemics report 2021: The broader picture

Rethinking the form 
and function of the city

Addressing systemic poverty 
and inequality in cities

Rebuilding a ‘new normal’ 
urban economy

Urban legislation and 
governance arrangements

1

2

3

4



| UN-Habitat response to the coronavirus disease pandemic

Ethiopia

Market re-design guidelines were 
prepared for local authorities, 
shoppers and market users in 
response to COVID-19. 

COVID-19 preventative 
measures workshops 
conducted in Mansoura Area.

Sudan

COVID-19 awareness-raising 
campaigns in Addis Ababa, 
Hawassa and Bahir Dar on 6 and 7 
March 2021

Female Vulnerability Assessment (FVA) to support an 
Evidence-based Response to Covid-19 in Afghan Cities. 
Supported  vulnerable women and female-headed households 
with the purchases of winter items and food packages.

Afghanistan



GATHERING EVIDENCE / BUILDING A KNOWLEDGE BASE/ TOOL 
DEVELOPMENT

Compendium of Inspiring practices: Health Edition

• Collection and dissemination of best practices is an on-going work

• Open call for cases was done in mid-2018.

• +70 cases were submitted; 25 were selected and publishes in the 
compendium.

• Case studies had been used for further content development (e.g. 
Sourcebook) and as a resources for the delivery of trainings.

SOURCEBOOK: Integrating health in urban and 
territorial planning

• Provides a better understanding on why is 
important to consider health in UTP and how to 
make it happen.

• Provides +70 resources, tools, case studies, 
approaches and entry points for integrating 
health into urban development. 



Learning from the past - Looking to the future
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• The amazing speed of vaccine development was outstanding HOWEVER 
access to vaccines for most of the world is a major challenge

• With or Without vaccines, classical public health interventions are still 
needed

• Cities are at the “coal-face” and need resources to implement local-level:
• Surveillance/feedback/early warning 
• Management of the epidemic/pandemics based on local knowledge 

and customs

• Future opportunities to re-think urban plans and infrastructure will enable 
more resilient communities (especially in urban space yet to be build)

• Cities will have to focus on both infectious and non-communicable 
diseases. Including LIFESTYLE INDICATORS AND ACCESS TO HEALTH 
PROMOTION

• Covid-19 was not the first or the last pandemic. It will most likely be a 
zoonotic disease that hits WE HAVE TO CONSIDER HOW EXTERNAL 
FACTORS WILL SEE SOME DISEASES APPEARING IN NEW SETTINGS!



Vector-borne 
disease in 
urban settings



Concluding Comments

• NEW APPROACHES to understanding the urban landscape are available and at low cost. These tools need 
to assist local-level data collection and decision making (simple tools based on excellent science)

• RETHINK URBAN SPACE many opportunities to plan urban are being lost. MANY OF THE NEW URBAN 
AREAS ARE YET TO BE BUILT. The design of urban space is critical in light of rapid unplanned urbanization. 
Efficient urban planning needs “density” to reduce infrastructure costs BUT must make provision for open 
space. 

• Improved urban design (Housing and infrastructure) and access to services can help prevent disease and 
also strengthen the resilience to disease outbreaks  & epidemics. Including promotion of health lifestyles 
through sports (new urban indicators)THIS MUST BE LED BY CITY LEADERS

• MULTI-SECTORAL APPROACHES to the prevention and management of diseases will mean that increasingly 
those outside the “formal”  health sector will play an important role. Local level is where multisectorality 
comes alive. Approaches must be applied to BOTH  communicable and non-communicable diseases

• NEW PARTNERSHIPS to unlock civil society capacity to monitor components for environmental 
management of disease



Thank you for your attention !

graham.alabaster@un.org


