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Designing Healthy Cities: 
Prescriptions, Principles and Practice 
by Joseph Aicher, with a foreword by Leonard Duhl (Krieger, 1998: 142 pages) 

Reviewed by Sue Hendler 

The "healthy communities" movement in Canada is 
almost twenty years old Throughout its develop
ment, there has been a fear that it is all ideology and 
no action. Joseph Aicher's Designing Healthy Cities: 
Prescriptions, Principles and Practice, published in 
1998, addresses this perceived weakness. 

Designing Healthy Cities has the intent 
of "[providing] a framework to examine 
how planning and design professionals 
can promote health and reduce the bur
den of disease and disability" (p. xiii). The 
book contains chapters on physical, bio
chemical, socioeconomic, and psychologi
cal stressors/supporters, as well as chap-

ters on the author's philosophy and 
methodology, economic considerations, 
and a conclusion in which integrative illus
trations of healthy and unhealthy commu
nities are provided. Each chapter on stres
sors/supporters includes some 
background context, indications of the 
challenges we face in making our cities 
healthier, and ideas on how this can hap
pen. Take the chapter on "Psychological 
Stressors/Supporters." Internal and exter
nal factors influencing health are dis
cussed and central issues are identified. 
These include (among other things) per
sonal control, competence-building, deal
ing with environmental change, connec
tions with nature, and safety. Prescriptions 
pertaining to these issues range from 
ensuring that people have access to open 
space to designing legible communities 
that minimize daily frustrations. 

The book has a number of clear strengths. 
Its comprehensiveness stands out in this 
regard. I was prepared for an urban 

design text that emphasized the 
physical aspects of health and lack 

thereof, as well remedies for 
these conditions. I was 

pleasantly surprised to see 
chapters on the socio

economic and psycho
logical aspects of 
health. Yet this sort 
of strength also 
presents chal
lenges. A desire 
to be compre
hensive and to 
present clear 
and concise 
prescriptions 
for each condi-
tion opens the 
door to criticism 

about the poten
tial for superficial-

ity and overly sim
plistic discussion. 

This came to mind as 
I read, for example, the 

chapter on "Economic 
Considerations." At about 

three pages, this is the short
est chapter in the book and, 

given the fiscal environment in 
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which we find ourselves, could be seen as 
deficient in substance and detail (for 
example, there is only general reference 
made to the considerable literature on 
planning contributions in the area of com
munity economic development). This 
would have been a good place to address 
issues concerning the price of the pre
scriptions suggested elsewhere in the 
book; whether we can afford to "fill" 
these prescriptions or not is a question 
that, for the most part, goes unanswered. 

There can also be issues with the science 
used when one is surveying an area as 
broad as healthy communities. Aicher 
states that, "Unless otherwise noted, the 
research presented is generally accepted 
by the scientific community" (p. 10). This 
is a dangerous assertion given the breadth 
of data cited . For instance, results from 
island biogeography studies are cited as 
evidence that wildlife habitat should not 

. be fragmented . While this conclusion may 
be valid, the underlying science is more 
complicated. Species that thrive on the 
edges of fields, woodlots and so forth 
would do well in an environment that 
contained many "islands" (and thus 
edges) of habitat, as opposed to one large 
chunk of such land. Thus, avoiding frag
mentation of wildlife habitat is an 
admirable objective, but is one that 
depends on the conservation goals being 
pursued. 

The inclusion of prescriptions for healthier 
cities will be welcomed by practitioners 
who want to make the developments and 
plans they approve more "healthy." 
Again, it is this sort of discussion that 
highlights the potential contribution to be 
made by this book. One cannot read the 
prescriptions, however, without consider
ing how they fit together. Priorities, con
flicts and ambiguities often go unad
dressed, and it is these practical 
considerations that typically plague plan
ners in their everyday work. How, for 
instance, might a planner choose between 
urban water canals and the prevention of 
West Nile disease? Access to air-condi
tioned buildings and energy conservation? 
Edible landscapes versus vandalism and 
vermin? While Aicher states that it is 
"essential that community planners con
sider contraindications for each prescrip-
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tion " (p . 9), this sorJ: of analysis might 
well be outside of the skill set of many 
planners. 

In terms of format and structure, 
Designing Healthy Cities is short and 
clearly organized . There are, though , 
many editorial and stylistic flaws that to 
my mind detracted from the substantive 
parts of the book. Figures, especially pho
tographs, were sometimes of poor quality 
and often had captions that did little to 
explain the content and relevance of the 
figure. References are made primarily to 
health literature from Canada and the 
United States, as well as to some general 
or "classic" planning literature; this biblio
graphic basis for the discussion feels 
spotty at times. While this shortcoming is 
to be somewhat expected in a discussion 
of this breadth, the absence of well
known literature (for example, Forester 
and Krumholz's work in equity planning) 
is sometimes jarring. 

While it may be unfair to hold the author 
of such a text accountable for theoretical 
issues that go well beyond the intent of 
his discussion, some such issues came to 
mind while I was reading. For example, 
there appears to be some equivocation 
about the meaning of "nature" and "nat
ural"; in places, humans seem to be part 
of the natural environment and in others 
quite separate from it. In addition, pre
scriptions and arguments are clearly 
value-based but often lack a substantive 
justification for and/or critique of the val
ues underlying such assessments (e.g. 
"charming" nineteenth-century villages, 
"elegant " compact design , nature in its 
"glory"). Finally, there are many refer
ences to the importance of individuals 
being able to choose their own environ
ments and circumstances, but there is also 
the omnipresent role of planners and the 
state in creating environments that are 
safe and healthy for individuals. 
Reconciling these libertarian and interven
tionist points of view is clearly a challenge. 
These are but three examples of values 
that felt pervasive yet were not defini
tively and consistently discussed at the 
outset. 
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Despite these aspects of the book, I 
would recommend it to colleagues, stu
dents and practitioners for the following 
reasons. First, it discusses planning as a 
normative activity with much in the way 
of implications for real people and their 
day-to-day lives. Second, these implica
tions are discussed in a broad-based man
ner, and I would be hard-pressed to think 
of another monograph in which planning 
is depicted as having the widespread con
sequences and effects discussed here. 
Third , while I have expressed concerns 
regarding some of the suggested prescrip
tions, they clearly provide a useful 
medium by which we might engage in 
discussions of profound planning issues. 
This text could play a useful role in intro
ductory planning courses-it would be 
hugely unfortunate if it were sidelined 
into courses on health/social planning or, 
for that matter, land use planning. 
Similarly, it could grace the shelves of 
municipal planning departments as well as 
health councils, social planning councils 
and community development agencies. 
Designing Healthy Cities represents a 
valuable addition to the planning litera
ture; the challenges it manifests are due as 
much to its strengths as to anything else. 

Sue Hendler teaches urban and regional 

planning and women 's studies at Queen 's 

University. She has been active in the 

healthy communities movement in Canada 

and helped to initiate a healthy community 

pro;ect in Kingston, Ontario. 
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Assistant or Associate Professor 
Environmental Planning & Forestry 
Programs (Tenure Track) 

The University of Northern British 
Columbia is seeking applications for 
a tenure-track faculty position at the 
Assistant or Associate Professor 
level in Land Use Planning, 
Integrated Resource Management, 
Regional Planning, or Ecosystem 
Management, subject to budgetary 
approval. We are looking for an 
exceptional candidate who will 
develop an excellent research and 
teaching program at both the 
undergraduate and graduate levels 
in one or more of the above 
subject fields. 

The University of Northern British 
Columbia is located in a vast 
landscape that is exceptional in its 
natural beauty. This environment 
provides excellent research and 
teaching opportunities. Prince 
George is a regional service, 
transportation, and industrial center, 
which serves as a gateway to 
Northern British Columbia, the 
Territories, and Western Alberta. 
The UNBC service area provides 
rich opportunities for research and 
scholarship, while UNBC provides a 
supportive environment for the 
development and dissemination of 
knowledge that can assist in 
enhancing environmental values, 
sustainably managing natural 
resources, .and providing multiple 
benefits to society. 

The successful candidate will be 
expected to teach courses at the 
first year to senior undergraduate 

level, and graduate level. Courses 
may include a combination of: 
Integrated Resource Management, 
Resource Planning, Environmental 
Policy, Northern Environments, and 
Environmental Planning. The 
successful applicant will have a 
Ph.D. in natural resources 
management, environmental or 
regional planning, or a related field. 
They must be committed to 
excellence in undergraduate 
teaching, demonstrate success in 
research and scholarship, and 
understand environmental issues in 
Canada and British Columbia. The 
successful applicant will also have a 
strong desire to contribute to the 
development of teaching and 
research partnerships with northern 
communities, northern resource 
users and professional practitioners. 
Membership (or eligibility for 
membership) in the Canadian 
Institute of Planners, the Planning 
Institute of British Columbia or the 
Association of BC Professional 
Foresters is highly desirable. 

UNBC is a dynamic, inter
disciplinary institution offering 
degrees at the Bachelor's, Master's, 
and Ph.D. levels. Of particular 
relevance to this position are the 
degree programs in Environmental 
Studies, Environmental Planning, 
and Natural Resources 
Management (Environmental 
Planning and NRM-Forestry are 
accredited professional programs). 

Please forward your curriculum vitae and the names and addresses of three 
references (including telephone, fax numbers and email addresses), quoting 
competition #FAESF024-02PC to : Dr. Deborah Poff, Vice President 
Academic & Provost, University of Northern British Columbia, 3333 
University Way, Prince George, BC, V2N 4Z9 Fax: (250) 960-7300 
Please direct inquiries to Dr. W. B. McGill, Dean, College of Science & 
Management, at (250) 960-5755 Fax: (250) 960-5537 Email: 
mcgill@unbc.ca Applications received before December 20, 2002 will 
receive full consideration, however applications will be accepted until the 
position is filled . 

For more information, visit our website: www.unbc.ca 
The University of No,thern British Columbia is committed to employment equity and 
encourages applications from women, aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilKies and 
members of visible minorKies. 


