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Health, Wellbeing and Sustainable Development: A Critical Analysis of SDG 3 and SDG 11 in the UK Context


[bookmark: _Toc237003177]Introduction
Health, wellbeing, and sustainability are increasingly central to global, national, and local policy agendas. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a universal framework for addressing the complex determinants of health and environmental stability. This report critically examines SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) and SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), analysing their impact on citizens across multiple levels. It evaluates UK national and local initiatives, including digital health innovations, cancer screening programmes, air‑quality legislation, and sustainable urban planning. Drawing on recent research and secondary data, the report presents evidence‑based recommendations to strengthen policy and improve population wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc237003178]Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and Wellbeing
SDG 3 aims to “ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages” (United Nations, 2015). Its core constructs include reducing maternal and child mortality, combating communicable and non‑communicable diseases, strengthening mental health provision, expanding universal health coverage (UHC), and improving resilience against global health threats. SDG 3 aligns with the WHO definition of health as a holistic state of physical, mental, and social wellbeing (WHO, 1946), emphasising prevention, equity, and access.
[bookmark: _Toc237003179]Global Impact
Globally, SDG 3 has contributed to significant improvements in vaccination coverage, maternal health, and infectious disease control. Under‑five mortality has decreased substantially since 2000 due to SDG‑aligned interventions (UNICEF, 2023). However, the COVID‑19 pandemic exposed structural weaknesses in global health systems, including unequal vaccine distribution and limited healthcare capacity in low‑income countries (WHO, 2022). Non‑communicable diseases remain a major global burden, responsible for 74% of global deaths (WHO, 2023). Although SDG 3 has encouraged countries to adopt preventive strategies such as tobacco control, sugar‑reduction policies, and physical activity promotion, progress remains uneven due to economic inequalities and limited access to healthcare.
[bookmark: _Toc237003180]National Impact (United Kingdom)
In the UK, SDG 3 is reflected in NHS policies focused on prevention, early diagnosis, and integrated care. National initiatives such as the NHS Cancer Screening Programmes for breast, cervical, and bowel cancer have significantly reduced mortality through early detection (NHS England, 2023). The NHS App has transformed digital access to healthcare by enabling patients to view medical records, order prescriptions, and manage appointments (NHS Digital, 2022). Telehealth and remote consultations, widely adopted during the COVID‑19 pandemic, have improved access for individuals with mobility issues or chronic conditions (Greenhalgh et al., 2020). Digital triage systems such as eConsult have enhanced efficiency and reduced waiting times (Mroz et al., 2021). Mental health investment has expanded access to psychological therapies and crisis support (DHSC, 2023), while the NHS Digital Transformation Plan has improved interoperability, data sharing, and digital inclusion (NHSX, 2021).
Despite these advances, inequalities persist. Public Health England reports widening health inequalities, particularly in deprived areas where life expectancy has plateaued or fallen (PHE, 2023). Contributing factors include socioeconomic deprivation, workforce shortages, and regional disparities in service provision.
[bookmark: _Toc237003181]Local Impact (UK-wide)
Local authorities implement SDG 3 through public health strategies such as smoking cessation services, weight‑management programmes, mental health hubs, and local vaccination campaigns (LGA, 2022). Many councils have adopted digital wellbeing apps and remote monitoring systems for chronic conditions, improving engagement with preventive services and enhancing access to mental health support. However, challenges include funding constraints, variation in service quality between regions, and limited cross‑sector collaboration. Socioeconomic deprivation continues to influence access to preventive care and digital health tools, demonstrating the need for more equitable resource allocation.
[bookmark: _Toc237003182]Critical Perspective
SDG 3’s effectiveness is shaped by wider structural determinants such as housing quality, educational attainment, income security, and environmental conditions. The Dahlgren and Whitehead model illustrates how health outcomes are influenced by layers of determinants beyond healthcare. For example, poor housing conditions like damp and mould increase respiratory illnesses and place additional pressure on local health services. Educational disadvantage can reduce health literacy, making individuals less likely to engage with preventive programmes such as routine cancer screening. Income insecurity also affects access to nutritious food and safe environments, increasing the risk of chronic diseases. Environmental factors such as high levels of air pollution contribute to higher rates of asthma and cardiovascular problems. Although progress has been made, these systemic barriers continue to limit the full impact of SDG 3 and highlight the need for coordinated action across multiple SDGs.
[bookmark: _Toc237003183]Sustainable Development Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities
SDG 11 focuses on creating cities and communities that are safe, inclusive and environmentally sustainable. It recognises that the quality of urban environments strongly influences people’s health and wellbeing, particularly through housing conditions, transport systems, pollution levels and access to green spaces. For example, improving public transport and walking routes can reduce traffic congestion and air pollution, while expanding parks and natural areas supports physical activity and mental wellbeing. Measures such as low‑emission zones also help reduce harmful pollutants in busy urban areas. Overall, SDG 11 encourages cities to become more resilient and supportive of healthy living by ensuring that urban development protects both people and the environment (United Nations, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc237003184]Global Impact
Urbanisation is increasing worldwide, making SDG 11 essential for global health. Poor air quality contributes to millions of premature deaths annually (WHO, 2023). SDG 11 has encouraged cities to adopt sustainable transport systems, expand green infrastructure, and improve waste management. Cities such as Copenhagen and Singapore show how coordinated urban planning can improve environmental quality and support healthier lifestyles. Copenhagen has built an extensive network of safe, connected cycling routes that make cycling quicker and more convenient than driving for many daily journeys. This reduces traffic congestion and lowers emissions. Singapore uses measures such as congestion charging and limits on private car ownership, alongside a highly efficient public transport system, to reduce vehicle use. Both cities also invest in green infrastructure, such as tree‑lined streets and urban parks, which help absorb pollutants and make walking more pleasant. These examples illustrate how integrated planning can create cleaner, healthier and more active urban environments. (UN Habitat, 2022). However, rapid urbanisation in low‑income countries continues to strain infrastructure, leading to overcrowding, inadequate sanitation, and increased vulnerability to climate‑related disasters (World Bank, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237003185]National Impact (United Kingdom)
In the UK, SDG 11 aligns with national policies such as the Clean Air Strategy (2019), the Net Zero Strategy (2021), the Zero Emission Vehicle Mandate (2024), and the planned ban on new petrol and diesel cars by 2035. The Levelling Up agenda (2022) aims to reduce regional inequalities by improving housing, transport, and local infrastructure. The National Planning Policy Framework promotes sustainable transport and green spaces, while the Healthy Streets Approach (TfL, 2021) and Active Travel England (ATE, 2023) encourage walking and cycling.
Air pollution remains a major public health challenge, contributing to respiratory and cardiovascular diseases (Royal College of Physicians, 2020). DEFRA reports improvements in nitrogen dioxide levels but persistent hotspots in major cities (DEFRA, 2023). Housing quality also remains a concern, with damp, overcrowding, and fuel poverty disproportionately affecting low‑income households (Shelter, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237003186]Local Impact (UK-wide)
Local authorities implement SDG 11 through planning decisions, transport strategies, and environmental health initiatives. The Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) in London has reduced nitrogen dioxide levels and improved respiratory health (Mayor of London, 2023). Clean Air Zones in Birmingham, Bristol, Bath, and Portsmouth have further reduced pollution (DEFRA, 2023). The adoption of 15‑minute city and 20‑minute neighbourhood models in Oxford, Bristol, and Edinburgh has improved access to essential services and encouraged active travel (RTPI, 2021). Local authorities have also invested in cycling infrastructure, pedestrianisation, school streets, and green infrastructure projects such as urban tree‑planting and pocket parks (Natural England, 2022). Housing quality enforcement under the Social Housing Regulation Act (2023) has strengthened accountability for landlords and improved living conditions.
Despite these achievements, implementation varies significantly between regions due to funding differences, political priorities, and population needs.
[bookmark: _Toc237003187]Critical Perspective
SDG 11 highlights the interconnectedness of environmental sustainability and health, emphasising that the design and functioning of urban environments directly influence wellbeing. The Ecological Public Health model argues that health systems must integrate environmental, social and economic dimensions, recognising that health is shaped by the wider conditions in which people live (Rayner & Lang, 2012). SDG 11 supports this approach by addressing structural determinants such as pollution, housing and transport. For example, poorly planned urban areas with limited green spaces can intensify the urban heat‑island effect, causing temperatures to rise significantly during heatwaves. This increases the risk of heat‑related illness, particularly for older adults, young children and people with chronic conditions. In neighbourhoods where streets are poorly lit or lack safe pedestrian infrastructure, residents may feel unsafe walking after dark, which reduces physical activity levels and limits social interaction. Over time, this can contribute to social isolation and poorer mental wellbeing. In addition, unreliable waste management systems can lead to the accumulation of rubbish, attracting vermin and insects. These conditions can create feelings of neglect, reduce community pride, and heighten anxiety about hygiene and safety. Such environmental stressors demonstrate how weaknesses in urban planning can undermine both physical and mental health, reinforcing the importance of SDG 11 in creating safe, resilient and healthy urban environments.
[bookmark: _Toc237003188]National Wellbeing Initiatives
National wellbeing initiatives aim to improve population health by addressing structural, social and environmental determinants. The NHS Long Term Plan prioritises prevention, early intervention and reducing inequalities, with progress evident in expanded mental health provision and strengthened community‑based care. However, its overall impact is constrained by workforce shortages, rising service demand and regional variation in delivery. Public disengagement further limits effectiveness, as some individuals decline screening, vaccination or health education due to mistrust, misinformation or practical barriers such as transport or digital exclusion. Improving participation therefore requires stronger community engagement, enhanced accessibility and sustained investment in local health infrastructure (NHS England, 2019).
Active Travel England promotes walking and cycling to reduce emissions and improve population health. Initiatives such as safer cycling routes, school travel programmes and low‑traffic neighbourhoods have increased active travel in some regions. Yet national progress remains uneven, restricted by inconsistent funding, political fragmentation and public resistance to changes in road layouts or reduced car use. To strengthen impact, long‑term investment, consistent national standards and deeper community involvement are needed to support behaviour change and ensure equitable delivery across communities (Department for Transport, 2022).
Overall, both national initiatives demonstrate meaningful progress but continue to face structural, behavioural and political barriers. Greater cross‑sector collaboration, improved public trust and sustained investment are essential to maximise their long‑term contribution to national wellbeing and sustainable development (Marmot et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc237003189]Recommendations:
· Introduce a Digital Inclusion Support Scheme providing free basic smartphones, subsidised data, and face‑to‑face digital training for people who cannot access the NHS App or online health services.
· Create Community‑Based Consent Support, where trained wellbeing workers visit homes to explain screening and vaccination in simple, reassuring ways to individuals who routinely refuse or feel anxious.
· Provide Free Transport Vouchers for preventive appointments so people with low income, mobility issues or poor transport links can attend screening and vaccination easily.
· Develop a No‑Pressure Screening Pathway offering home‑based kits, longer appointments, trauma‑informed staff and non‑clinical settings for people who repeatedly decline screening.
· Offer Free Basic Bicycles to low‑income households to remove financial barriers to active travel.
· Provide Non‑Digital Route Planning Tools such as printed maps, audio guides and community‑led route demonstrations for people without internet access or digital devices.

[bookmark: _Toc237003190]Local Wellbeing Initiatives
Local wellbeing initiatives play a crucial role in addressing community‑level health, social and sustainability needs. The community cooking and nutrition programme improves food security, confidence and social connection by teaching residents how to prepare affordable, healthy meals. Evidence shows these programmes strengthen wellbeing, but their impact is limited by transport barriers, mobility issues and stigma associated with attending group classes (Sustain, 2024; Local Government Association, 2023).
The Men’s Shed/community repair workshop initiative supports mental wellbeing, reduces loneliness and promotes sustainable living through practical activities such as woodworking and repairing household items. These spaces are particularly effective for older men, yet participation can be restricted by low awareness, transport difficulties and perceptions that the initiative is not inclusive. Reliance on volunteers and donations also threatens long‑term sustainability (Circular Communities Scotland, 2023; Public Health England, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237003191]Recommendations 
· To improve local wellbeing outcomes, councils should provide home‑delivered starter kits for cooking and repair activities, enabling participation for residents who cannot attend in‑person sessions (Local Government Association, 2023). 
· Confidence‑building taster sessions should be introduced to support anxious or socially isolated individuals who need gradual engagement (Public Health England, 2021).
· Local outreach teams should promote initiatives directly within underserved neighbourhoods to reach residents who do not respond to digital communication (Sustain, 2024). 
· Transport barriers can be reduced through free bus passes, community transport or mobile pop‑up workshops that bring activities into local estates (Local Government Association, 2023).
· Men’s Sheds should be expanded into inclusive community skill spaces that offer mixed-gender sessions and family repair days to broaden participation (Circular Communities Scotland, 2023). 
· Councils should secure multi‑year funding through cross‑sector partnerships to ensure stability and long‑term impact across all local wellbeing initiatives (Sustain, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc237003192]Conclusion
Health, wellbeing, and sustainability are deeply interconnected, requiring coordinated action across global, national, and local levels. SDG 3 and SDG 11 demonstrate how social, environmental, and structural determinants shape health outcomes. While UK national and local initiatives have made progress, persistent inequalities, funding constraints, and implementation gaps limit their effectiveness. Strengthening cross‑sector collaboration, investing in prevention, and addressing environmental determinants are essential for improving population wellbeing. Evidence‑based recommendations can support more equitable, sustainable, and resilient health systems.
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