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Introduction 
The United Nations (UN) is an international organisation established in 1945 to promote human rights, peace, security and sustainable development through global cooperation. In 2015, the UN adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SD) after recognising continuing social, economic, environmental and public health challenges. This framework comprises 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Figure 1) and 169 targets designed to promote prosperity, protect the environment and improve wellbeing by 2030 (UN, 2015). According to the World Health Organization (WHO) (2024), achieving SD requires coordinated action across multiple sectors because health is influenced by both healthcare services and the environments in which people live and work.
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                                                                 Figure 1. SDGs (Everett, 2017)

This report critically examines SDG 3 Good Health and Wellbeing (GHW) and SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and Communities (SCC), highlighting their interrelated role in improving health and wellbeing at global, national and local levels. It critically evaluates current policies, strategies and initiatives, considering both their achievements and the challenges that limit their implementation. Real-world examples and relevant theories are used to demonstrate how sustainable urban environments can improve population health. The report concludes with evidence-based recommendations to strengthen future policy and practice and promote healthier, more inclusive and sustainable communities (UN, 2015).

Section 1: SDG 3 - GHW
According to the WHO (1948), the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health is a fundamental human right. Despite advances in medicine and public health, many countries continue to face major health challenges, including non-communicable diseases, infectious diseases, mental health conditions and persistent health inequalities (Rad, 2025). In response, the UN adopted the 2030 Agenda for SD in 2015, introducing 17 SDGs to promote social, economic and environmental sustainability. SDG 3 (Figure 2) (GHW) aims to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all by reducing premature mortality, preventing disease, improving maternal and child health and achieving universal health coverage (UN, 2015).
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                                               Figure 2. (United Nations, 2025)
According to the WHO (2020), achieving SDG 3 requires more than accessible healthcare services, as health is strongly influenced by wider social, economic and environmental factors. Housing, education, employment, transport, air quality and access to green spaces all contribute to health and wellbeing. Consequently, improving health outcomes requires cross-sector collaboration rather than relying solely on healthcare systems. This integrated approach also highlights the close relationship between SDG 3 and SDG 11, recognising that healthier urban environments contribute to healthier populations (WHO, 2020).
This approach reflects the Social Determinants of Health model developed by Dahlgren and Whitehead (1991) (Figure 3), which recognises that health is shaped by wider social, economic and environmental conditions rather than healthcare services alone. In practice, this model underpins initiatives such as the WHO Healthy Cities Programme and the Marmot City approach, which improve population health by addressing wider determinants of wellbeing (Dahlgren and Whitehead, 1991).
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Figure 3. (Dahlgren and Whitehead, 1991)
Globally, the WHO Healthy Cities Programme (2026) is recognised as a leading initiative supporting SDG 3 by encouraging governments to integrate health into urban planning (UP), environmental policy and community development. The programme promotes health equity and cross-sector collaboration to address wider determinants of health. Danielli et al., (2023) suggested that Healthy Cities initiatives improve population health by prioritising prevention over treatment. However, they also highlighted that political commitment, governance and financial resources continue to influence implementation (Danielli et al., 2023). Therefore, although global initiatives provide an important strategic framework, their success depends on effective implementation at national and local levels.
Following the global commitment to SDG 3, the United Kingdom (UK) introduced national strategies focusing on prevention, early intervention and integrated care. According to NHS England (2019), the NHS Long Term Plan aims to strengthen primary and community healthcare by increasing collaboration between healthcare providers, local authorities and voluntary organisations. The plan promotes integrated, person-centred care and greater investment in preventative healthcare to reduce health inequalities and improve long-term population health (NHS England, 2019). However, successful implementation depends on sustained funding, workforce capacity and effective collaboration across the health and social care sector (NHS England, 2019).
The Chief Medical Officer (2024) highlighted that health outcomes are shaped by wider determinants, including housing, transport, air quality, access to healthy food and opportunities for physical activity, emphasising that improving population health requires coordinated action beyond healthcare services. The report suggested that collaboration between public health organisations, local authorities and UPs is essential to creating healthier and more equitable communities (Chief Medical Officer, 2024). Similarly, Lee et al., (2024) suggested that place-based approaches led by local authorities can address wider determinants by strengthening cross-sector collaboration and reducing health inequalities. Nevertheless, rising demand for healthcare services, financial pressures and persistent socioeconomic inequalities continue to present significant challenges to improving population health across the UK.
At a local level, Leeds City Council (2023) adopted the Marmot City approach to address wider determinants of health by improving housing, education, employment and community wellbeing. The initiative recognises that health is influenced by the social and environmental conditions in which people are born, live and work rather than healthcare services alone (Leeds City Council, 2023). It also promotes collaboration between local government, healthcare providers and community organisations to create healthier lives (Leeds City Council, 2023). Although the initiative demonstrates commitment to reducing health inequalities, its long-term success depends on sustained funding, community engagement and ongoing evaluation to improve population health.
Recommendations
To achieve SDG 3, greater investment in preventative public health should become a national priority. According to the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2022), reducing preventable illness requires sustained action on wider determinants of health, including housing, education, employment and healthy lifestyles. Strengthening community-based preventative services and routinely monitoring their effectiveness can improve population health while reducing long-term pressure on healthcare systems (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022).
According to Marmot et al., (2020), reducing health inequalities requires sustained investment in wider determinants of health rather than relying on short-term healthcare interventions. Future policies should strengthen collaboration between local authorities, healthcare providers and community organisations to improve housing, employment, education and access to healthy environments. This approach would create healthier, more resilient communities while supporting the long-term achievement of SDG 3 (Marmot et al., 2020).
According to Lewis et al., (2022), effective population health management requires strong collaboration across health, social care and local government. Future policy should strengthen integrated care systems and support evidence-based decision-making to ensure services respond effectively to local population needs. Although financial pressures and rising demand remain significant challenges, sustained investment in prevention and partnership working is more likely to improve long-term population health than reactive models of care (Lewis et al., 2022).

Section 2: SDG 11 – SCC
SDG 11 (Figure 4) aims to make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable (UN, 2025). The UN established SDG 11 in response to rapid global urbanisation and increasing pressures on housing, transport, infrastructure and the environment. More than 55% of the world's population lives in urban areas, with this figure projected to reach nearly 68% by 2050, highlighting the importance of sustainable urban development (UN, 2018). SDG 11 promotes affordable housing, accessible public transport, sustainable UP and safe public spaces to improve quality of life while reducing environmental impacts. According to UN-Habitat (2024), well-planned cities promote economic growth, social inclusion and environmental sustainability while improving health and wellbeing through access to essential services and green infrastructure.
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                                                                         Figure 4. (United Nations, 2025).
Sustainable urban development has become a global priority as governments respond to climate change, population growth and socioeconomic inequalities. UN-Habitat (2024) highlighted that investment in affordable housing, sustainable transport and accessible public spaces is essential for creating inclusive, resilient communities. The organisation also suggested that integrated UP can reduce inequalities and improve quality of life through equitable access to infrastructure (UN-Habitat, 2024). Despite global commitments to SDG 11, many cities continue to face financial constraints and governance challenges that limit implementation (Dehrashid et al., 2026).
Recent research highlights the relationship between urban design and population health. Boeing et al., (2022) suggested that walkable neighbourhoods, connected street networks and accessible public transport promote physical activity, reduce reliance on private vehicles and support healthier lifestyles. Similarly, Cerin et al., (2022) found that communities with better access to destinations and public transport were more likely to meet recommended physical activity guidelines. However, Almulhim et al., (2024) argued that progress towards SDG 11 remains uneven because many cities face inadequate infrastructure, financial constraints and governance challenges. These findings suggest that achieving SDG 11 requires sustained investment, strong leadership and equitable UP to create healthier communities.
This approach reflects Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979) (Figure 5), which acknowledges that individuals are influenced by their physical and social environments. In practice, this theory supports sustainable UP by demonstrating how well-designed neighbourhoods, accessible transport and green spaces encourage healthier behaviours and improve community wellbeing.
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                                                 Figure 5. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
The UK has incorporated SDG 11 principles into national planning policies to create healthier, more resilient communities. According to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2024), the National Planning Policy Framework  promotes SD through well-designed places, environmental protection and improved access to housing, public transport and green infrastructure. The framework emphasises planning decisions that support healthy, inclusive communities while balancing economic, social and environmental priorities. However, housing shortages and regional inequalities remain significant barriers to sustainable urban development.
According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2023), approximately 94.6% of people in England and Wales lived in built-up areas at the time of the 2021 Census, highlighting the importance of long-term planning for growing urban populations. As demand for housing, infrastructure and public services increases, sustained investment is essential to ensure urban development remains environmentally sustainable while improving residents' quality of life ((ONS, 2023).
According to NICE (2018), the built environment plays an important role in promoting physical activity and wellbeing. The guidance emphasises the importance of walkable neighbourhoods, cycling infrastructure and accessible public spaces to encourage healthier lifestyles and reduce health inequalities. However, implementation varies across the UK because of differences in funding, infrastructure and local planning priorities (NICE, 2018). Consequently, consistent policy implementation is needed to ensure all communities benefit equally.
Local Evaluation and Recommendations
At the local level, several UK cities have introduced initiatives aligned with SDG 11 by promoting sustainable transport, improving public spaces and encouraging active travel. Greater Manchester Combined Authority (2026)  provides a strong example through the Bee Network, an integrated transport system designed to improve connectivity while encouraging people to walk, cycle and use public transport. This approach supports national ambitions to increase active travel and create healthier communities (Department for Transport, 2021). However, delivering active travel projects requires integrated governance, long-term investment and coordination across all levels of government to achieve lasting success (Greenwood et al., 2024).
However, Sport England (2026) highlighted that inequalities in access to safe walking and cycling routes remain a significant barrier to participation, particularly in disadvantaged areas. Consequently, differences in local funding, infrastructure and planning priorities continue to affect the effectiveness of sustainable transport initiatives, limiting their potential to improve health outcomes and quality of life (Greenwood et al., 2024).
According to research, sustainable UP can improve physical and mental health by increasing access to public transport, green infrastructure and well-designed neighbourhoods that encourage physical activity and social interaction. Nieuwenhuijsen (2021) suggested that healthier urban environments reduce environmental risks while promoting physical activity. Similarly, Twohig-Bennett and Jones (2018) found that greater access to green spaces improves physical and mental health outcomes. However, Cerin et al., (2022) stated that inequalities in housing quality, transport provision and access to green infrastructure continue to limit these benefits for many disadvantaged communities.
Future progress towards SDG 11 will require stronger collaboration between national government, local authorities, UPs and public health professionals. According to Sharifi (2021), sustainable urban development requires integrated planning and coordinated policies addressing environmental, social and economic priorities simultaneously. Similarly, Kramer et al., (2024) suggested that effective urban governance requires collaborative, place-based approaches to create sustainable and equitable cities. Furthermore, Gergis (2024) highlighted that collaborative governance and stakeholder participation are essential for implementing sustainable urban mobility initiatives. Collectively, these measures would strengthen progress towards SDG 11 while supporting SDG 3 by reducing health inequalities and creating safer, healthier and more sustainable communities.
Conclusion 
This report critically examined the contribution of SDG 3 (GHW) and SDG 11 (SCC) to improving health and wellbeing at global, national and local levels. The findings demonstrate that achieving long-term improvements in population health requires action beyond healthcare services, recognising the importance of wider social, economic and environmental determinants of health (WHO, 2020). While international frameworks and national policies provide important foundations for SD, their success ultimately depends on effective local implementation, sustained investment and cross-sector collaboration (UN, 2015).

The report also emphasised the close relationship between SDG 3 and SDG 11, demonstrating how well-planned urban environments, accessible public transport, green infrastructure and preventative public health programmes can work together to reduce health inequalities and improve quality of life. However, persistent challenges, including financial pressures, regional inequalities and inconsistent policy implementation, continue to limit progress. Therefore, stronger collaboration between governments, healthcare organisations, UPs and local communities will be essential to achieving healthier, more inclusive and sustainable communities while supporting the long-term objectives of the SDGs (UN-Habitat, 2024).
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