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Abstract: Covid 19 pandemic sheds light on the entanglement
of urban planning and public health in neoliberal urban
contexts with special attention to justice. “Good health and
wellbeing” is one of the sustainable development goals. This
article argues that neoliberal urban practices result in a good
Quality of Life for privileged populations, but negatively affect
the vulnerable and lead to health injustice from the perspective
of urban planning. Hence, Quality of Life is negatively affected
since health is a crucial aspect within the discipline of Quality
of Life. The spatial determinants of health-related Quality of
Life are essential to be considered when speaking about justice
in cities. This article aims to promote health through raising
awareness of these spatial determinants and suggesting some
recommendations aiming for the prevalence of health justice.

Keywords: Neoliberal Urban Practices, Health Justice,
Quality of Life

I. INTRODUCTION

Currently, several cities are going through rapid
urbanization processes, including the establishment of new
gated communities, theme parks, private open spaces, and
new desert cities [21]. These current neo-liberal urban
practices have resulted in dramatic socio-spatial changes,
urban poverty, and increasing privatization of public spaces
and services have affected the health of the residents in the
Arab Cities [21]; particularly, the socially vulnerable
population, such as the poor, the elderly, and women [3].
Indeed, underserved communities suffer explicit and implicit
marginalization  resulting  from  socio-demographic
hierarchies as a result of the implementation of privatization
strategies and market-driven policies.

There is currently a lot of increased interest in health and
well-being in cities. The World Health Organization (WHO)
and the United Nations (UN) are advocating for the concept
of healthy urbanism, joining health and sustainability goals
under the umbrella of urban development. This is being done
through the activities of the WHO Healthy Cities and
sustainable building movements. More importantly, one of
the priorities of the Sustainable Development Goals is
creating inclusive, resilient, safe, and sustainable cities (Goal
11) [64].

However, the widespread of the Covid-19 pandemic has
raised important questions concerning the entanglement of
public health in urban planning, and both in relation to issues
of justice, especially in neo-liberal urban contexts [18], [21]
& [60]. The pandemic was more intense in marginalized
communities, including migrant workers, who usually fill
low-wage but essential jobs and are residents in
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neighbourhoods long suffering from environmental
injustices. These less privileged residents had a higher risk
of getting the infection, due to inadequate and crowded
living conditions, lack of sanitation, limited access to
healthcare, and even inequalities in access to basic needs
such as food, among others [16]. The pandemic exacerbates
those neo-liberal urban practices, in developed and
developing countries. It shows the underlying feelings of
insecurity as well as social, spatial, and health injustices
[37]. The pandemic has raised awareness of the importance
of public spaces in cities, enhancing the livelihoods of
people living in cities and improving their health and well-
being (Short, 2020). The pandemic showed challenges and
drew attention to the importance of having a clear agenda in
the urban planning protocol to face future challenges if cities
are to ensure inclusive and sustainable urban development
[63]&[65] All of these observations are seen in several
countries in the Arab region which implement neoliberal
urban practices such as Cairo and Dubai.

We propose to look at the entanglement of public health
and cities and to achieve urban Quality of Life by
highlighting the significance of health justice in neoliberal
urban contexts. Previous research shows that neoliberal
urban projects (private housing projects) consider aspects of
public health within their design and planning solutions,
unlike public housing projects, leading to considerable
differences in public health outcomes and opportunities
across urban areas [59] &[63]. Also, the reference of [31]
discussed the importance of including the aspect of public
health within the urban planning discipline. Consequently, it
is imperative to investigate the consequences of these
neoliberal urban practices from social, cultural, and health
perspectives. More research from sociologists, geographers,
and public health professionals is needed to identify the
types of specific habits and traditional changes.

In this article, we argue that neoliberal urban practices are
linked with negative health outcomes only for vulnerable
populations, while they are better for privileged populations.
To do so, we focus on the fact that neoliberal urban practices
led to high-income people living in well-planned and
designed communities, taking into consideration the public
health aspect, while public urban practices do not consider
public health in their planning and design, leading to health
injustice. Hence, Quality of Life is negatively affected since
health is a crucial aspect of the better Quality of Life in
cities.

Based on this short introduction, this article focuses on
examining how public health is entangled with and affected
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by neoliberal urban developments and how both intersect
and reveal issues of justice in cities. To achieve this, we first
discuss the interrelationship of urban planning, public health,
and neoliberalism. We then discuss how neoliberal urban
practices negatively affect health justice in cities, reflecting
on Cairo and Dubai. After that, we suggest how spatial
determinants of health-related Quality of Life could be
considered to guarantee the presence of health justice in
cities.

Il. THE INTERRELATIONSHIP OF URBAN
PLANNING, PUBLIC HEALTH, AND
NEOLIBERALISM

More than half of the world's population (4.2 billion) lives

in urban areas [65], and it is expected that two-thirds of all
people worldwide will live in urban areas by 2050 [73]. In
the middle of the 19th century, the disciplines of urban
planning and public health arose simultaneously as a
response to the increase in the urban population resulting
from industrialization. With urbanization that is entangled
with industrialization [1] &[33], the problems of shelter and
sanitation have increased, affecting, in particular, the
vulnerable groups [44]& [58]. All these aspects have direct
impacts on an individual's Quality of Life while straining
public health systems and resources [35]. Marginalized and
underserved communities have it even worse with
consequent health outcomes after urbanization [4]&[75].
Some of the major health problems resulting from
urbanization include communicable diseases, poor nutrition,
pollution-related health conditions, and poor housing and
sanitation conditions. Urbanization is an irreversible
phenomenon, researchers argued to tackle the root cause of
the problem, which is the socio-economic situation of the
urban poor [36]. Public health researchers acknowledge the
importance of social and physical environments for better
physical and mental health (Jimenez, et al., 2021).
Parallel to the rise of urbanization, particularly in the 1930s,
neoliberalism emerged, aiming at strengthening a market-
friendly constitution and encouraging individual freedom,
thus creating a ‘free market, strong state’ [53]; & [61]. Later
on, in the 1970s, critiques of neoliberalism started to emerge
as a result of the negative impacts of neoliberalism, which,
as explained by the references of [12], [22] & [24], the
power and wealth became in the hands of multinational
corporations and elite groups who became in control of the
key elements of the economy. In urban planning, in the
early 1990s, the theory of neoliberal urbanism started to
describe “a form of urbanism subordinated to the dictates of
capital, where urban powers attempt to position their cities in
higher positions in the hierarchical global urban network in
which competitiveness is the key” [69, p.2].

Neoliberal urban practices continue to grow all over the
world. In Africa, there are projects such as the international
commerce city “Eko-Atlantic” in Nigeria [14], and a private
residential compound named "Dreamland™ in Cairo [18]. In
Europe, there are projects such as the “Palma Convention
Center” in Spain [69], and the neighbourhood of “Kop Van
Zuid” in the Netherlands [62]. In Asia, the “Convention
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Center at Incheon Free Economic Zone” in Korea [46], and
the “Palm Islands, Dubai Land and Hydropolis” in Dubai
[18]. In the USA, there are projects such as “Milwaukee’s
Downtown” in Wisconsin and “San Francisco’s Waterfront”
in California [17]. In Australia, there are projects such as
“Warnervale Town Center” [54].

Although neoliberal urban practices result in better health
outcomes for privileged populations, they negatively affect
the public health of vulnerable populations [16]. One of the
consequences of neoliberal urban agendas can be seen in the
way governments drift their attention from service sectors
such as healthcare, education, and social housing to
becoming more involved in real estate development. This is
achieved through regulating, facilitating, and providing
subsidies for multinational corporations, which in turn leads
to a wider gap between the rich and poor [18]& [56].

I11. THE INTERRELATIONSHIP OF URBAN
PLANNING, PUBLIC HEALTH, AND
NEOLIBERALISM IN CAIRO AND DUBAI

In the Arab region, Cairo and Dubai are leading the
neoliberal urban scene. The recent urban transformations in
the Arab region have demonstrated the dramatic interplay
between health, livelihoods, and politics, particularly the
impact on vulnerable and marginalized groups of neoliberal
urban practices [3] & [21]. While Dubai is in full-on mode
into neoliberal urbanism, Cairo is just catching up and it is
being compared to Dubai (see [27]). The reference of [23, p.
20] states that "The numerous urban transformations in
Cairo, from gated communities in the city outskirts to the
plethora of shopping malls, can be related to this quest—to
become a modern and global city, rivalling neighbouring
cities such as Dubai and Istanbul.” Taking Cairo and Dubai
as examples, looking into the history of these cities and the
different steps of urbanization will help to better understand
the circumstances of marginalized populations. Over time,
several scholars have compared Cairo and Dubai [5], [8] &
[60].

Cairo is an actively growing megacity, producing over
50% of the country’s income [41]. Recently, Egypt has been
launching several private urban projects to enhance the
Quality of Life for some of its residents. Many of these
projects are gated compounds, which have their own
transportation systems and infrastructure, and their own
facilities, including educational, medical, commercial, sports
club, recreational, and maintenance facilities [18]. These
neoliberal urban practices have been contracting/real estate
gains by private companies. The main clients for these
practices are young, small, and highly educated families
looking for a comfortable house in the city next to their
place of work [20]. Neoliberal urbanism in Cairo is defined
as a process driving economic activities to benefit, on the
one hand, the stakeholders, newcomers, policymakers, and
investors, who purchase renewed properties to enjoy a better
Quality of Life in a livable urban environment. This is
causing a tremendous increase in living expenses, pushing
vulnerable populations away from these areas and into their
enclaves, where they can isolate themselves.
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Simultaneously, Over the past 40 years, Dubai has
experienced extensive development, being transformed from
a fishing village and a small port into a massive urban
agglomeration. Dubai’s latest vision is to make the city the
happiest on earth, using innovation and technology [45]. In
the 1990s, There was a desire to develop Dubai to reach the
rank of a global City [2] & [40]. Accordingly, public
agencies and the real estate industry and public agencies
were seeking sought to convert the urban space into a
business hub [2] & [7]. After the 2008 economic crisis, the
Dubai government replaced the old core building for the
availability of infrastructure instead of making a new
extension [2]. The city's planning was determined by a
combination of uncontrolled construction, non-strict laws, an
absence of environmental policies, and concentrated private
investment. These factors contributed to the deterioration of
ageing neighbourhoods. Nevertheless, the preservation of
old buildings started recently, around 2010. Dubai’s top-
down approach to neoliberal urbanism has upset the lives of
low-income residents. Additionally, it eliminated the
diversity in the built landscape, interrupting residents’ social
bonds and attachment to the place and their ability to live in
the city centre [2].

In the next section, we expand on the relationship
between neoliberalism and health justice to show that
although neoliberal urban projects can have better health
outcomes for their targetted populations (usually upper
segments of the society), it has negative consequences on the
health of the marginalized populations and in doing so,
altering health justice in cities.

IV. NEOLIBERALISM AND HEALTH
JUSTICE

The critical urban theory emerged in opposition to
neoliberal urban practices and market-oriented urban
adaptation policies [13] & [70]. The critical urban theory
aims at criticizing inequality, injustice, and power in cities
and emphasizes the possibility of a sustainable and socially
just form of urbanization [13] & [70]. In a similar vein,
critical public health theory emerged as a result of the
negative impacts of neoliberalism on health [10]. Initially,
the field of public health focused on biological diseases and
injuries. However, over time and in conjunction with
neoliberalism and critical theory, public health drifted into
being a socio-political field concerning issues such as
poverty, violence, war, and racism. At this point, critical
theories of public health emerged due to the turning attention
of public health to broader health determinants that are
beyond public health's exclusive proficiency [28]. In this
vein, Williams (2013, p. 5) argues that "Spatial relationships
produce social relationships, and hence justice
relationships.” For example, constructing a new highway not
only reflects political decisions but also produces social
inequities such as displacing urban neighbourhoods and
spreading pollutants [71] (see also [38]).

With this understanding, health justice can be viewed as a
reflection and product of spatial and social justice. Little
research shows that neoliberal urban practices, especially
housing projects, consider issues of public health aspects
within their design and planning solutions, unlike public
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housing projects, where the governments can’t afford the
high initial costs needed to spend on creative solutions to
care for the Quality of Life within these projects [59]. The
importance of justice in planning was addressed by various
planning scholars [30]; Healey, 2015). Justice in planning
refers to the various spatial, social, and economic qualities
that reflect fairness in cities [25]. [39] & [50]. The reference
of [25] argued that planning is concerned with the
""conscious creation of a just city" [25, p. 122].

Health injustice in this setting refers to health inequity
that results from the difficulties faced by vulnerable groups
to access healthy food, live in proper housing, use
sustainable transportation, and more directly, be provided
with basic health care [9] & [48]. Health justice has
expanded to include not only health care but also hazard
protection, safe housing, protection from pollutants (air,
water, food,..), drug safety, childhood nutrition, disaster
preparedness, public health, and several environmental
factors that cause a difference in citizens’ health and,
consequently, enhance the Quality of Life since
environmental discipline is one of the qualities of life
disciplines [54].

Different international and regional research discussed
the impact of neoliberalism in general on public health
concerning cities. Reference of [57] analyzed the impacts of
economic neoliberal reforms in Chile and Greece on the
access of disabled people to healthcare. They found out that
the extensive marketization of health care has a negative
impact and structural violence on the most vulnerable groups
of the population, especially the disabled, restricting their
access to health care as their basic right. Moreover, the
reference of [29] discussed that neoliberal practices in Latin
America have led to the privatization of healthcare services,
which leads to health inequalities. Additionally, the
reference of [26] found out that the de-industrialization
which was a neoliberal policy in Scotland has resulted in
poor public health records. More recently, the reference of
[34] has investigated the impact of different urbanism
principles on public health in the United States and found
out that connectivity, walkability, mixed-use development,
multimodal transportation systems, sustainability, and good
Quality of Life maximize public health benefits. Most of the
research on public health takes a clinical health and health
systems perspective (i.e., [29], [57], and others). More
recently, there has been a project comparing neoliberal urban
practices in multiple cities, two of them being Barcelona and
Boston. The impact was divided into four levels, starting
with institutional health determinants, neighbourhood health
determinants, then interpersonal determinants, and then
individual health outcomes [6]. The effect can be
detrimental, and even unexpected; calling for urgent research
and policy actions. Some examples stated in the research by
the reference of [6] were physical and mental health
outcomes, drug and alcohol dealing, traffic safety, access to
public schools, and socio-cultural erasure.

Neoliberal urbanism negatively affects public health due
to the inability of marginalized people to get good health
care, leading to health injustice. This article argues and
focuses on the fact that neoliberal urban practices led to
high-income people living in well-planned and designed
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communities, taking into consideration the public health
aspect, while public urban practices do not consider public
health in urban planning, leading to health injustice. Hence,
Quality of Life is negatively affected since health is a crucial
aspect within the discipline of Quality of Life.

V. QUALITY OF LIFE AS AN ENTRY POINT
TO DISCUSS HEALTH JUSTICE IN
NEOLIBERAL URBAN CONTEXTS

The Quality of Life (QoL) term has been rooted in urban
planning studies since the nineteenth century. It refers to
better living conditions, in different aspects and life
dimensions. Throughout history, there has been a big shift
from “Standard of Living” -which refers to tangible material
conditions- to “QoL” - which refers to subjective indicators-.
Quality of Life should be broadly defined to include the
most important aspects of life [42].

Since then, the more vulnerable a person is, the more they
are affected by health inequities due to their devastating
Quality of Life and diminished health and well-being [9] &
[52]. Subsequently, the livelihood of everyone in the region
is affected, but not equally. The availability of sufficient
necessities for citizens to secure life, shelter, food, water,
and clothes is affected as the market dynamics move towards
privatization. The ability of vulnerable groups in society to
acquire these necessities is reduced, whereas the poor are
excluded from urban and economic opportunities [68]. This
can be observed in neoliberal urban practices as explained
above.

Quality of Life is an important notion in urban contexts
with its various disciplines, including health. Hence, health
should be viewed from a Quality of Life perspective.
Reference [49] shows that this can be done through six

URBAN AND
TERRITORIAL
PLANNING

N

Green, blue and public

approaches, (a) health-related Quality of Life; (b) Quality of
Life as a social diagnosis in health promotion; (c) Quality of
Life among persons with developmental disabilities; (d)
Quality of Life as social indicators; (e) the Centre for Health
Promotion (University of Toronto) model, and (f)
Lindstrom's Quality of Life model.

Determinants of health-related Quality of Life are
essential to be considered when speaking about justice [32]
& [74]. There are urban spatial components that influence
determinants of public health. The reference of [11]
discussed  how  land-use  patterns,  transportation
infrastructure, green space, and local urban design are spatial
urban components that influence five determinants of public
health: physical activity, social and psychological impacts,
air quality, noise exposure, and unintentional injuries. Also,
it was discussed that the spatial factors: resources, land use,
urban form and design, transport and movement networks,
and green, blue, and open spaces; protect from harm,
promote health, and provide services leading to public
health, mental health, and health equity [63], see figure 1.
The argument tackled in this article is that neoliberal urban
practices are linked with negative health outcomes for
vulnerable populations, while they are better for privileged
populations from an urban planning perspective. Hence, this
article suggests how considering and including the spatial
determinants of health in public urban projects would
enhance the Quality of Life there, resembling neoliberal
urban practice, and so promote health justice in cities.
Hence, the implications of this article can be used in
reforming policy and institutional frameworks concerning
future urban development from the perspective of public
health and justice. In the next section, we share
recommendations for implementing the spatial determinants
of health in public urban projects.

-
Protect from horm
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Figure 1: How spatial factors impact health and health equity. Source: [63]
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Figure 2: Recommendations for Implementing Spatial Determinants of Health-Related Quality of Life. Source: adapted from [15]; [66]; [67]&[72]

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
IMPLEMENTING SPATIAL
DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH-RELATED
QUALITY OF LIFE

Due to the rapid growth in the population, Quality of Life
is consequently affected, and in turn, the urbanization
process is also affected. Several changes take place in the
cities” morphology and physical character, adapting to the
new situation and accommodating the new residents. [43].
Quality of Life enhancement is in turn now a critical issue
and factor of assessment in urban planning. Quality of Life
in neoliberal contexts as a development approach is based on
adapting the newly shaped urban contexts to adapt to
residents’ satisfaction. Health inequities in urban planning
are one of the aspects related to spatial determinants of
health-related Quality of Life [47]. This section discusses
some recommendations related to these spatial determinants
that should be considered when planning and designing
public urban projects, see figure (2). This would bring public
urban projects to a closer level to neoliberal urban projects,
aiming for the prevalence of health justice in cities; hence
responding to our argument that neoliberal urban practices
are linked with negative health outcomes for vulnerable
populations, while they are better for privileged populations.
Recommendations are based on the spatial factors mentioned
in figure (1), [51]:

> Land use:

e Providing accessible shopping areas and services within a
walking distance through appropriate zoning of land uses.
This would help residents to walk and access their needs
leading to better physical health.

Urban Design and Form:

e Providing bicycle lanes allows residents to do physical
activity. This would lead to fewer cars, and thus to better
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air quality and fewer consumed resources

e Incorporating walkways and parks within building designs
allow for walkable areas. This would lead to more
residents walking and doing a physical activity which
would improve physical and mental health.

» Green, Blue and Public Open Space:

e Implementing safe green open spaces for

better air quality, intellectual development, and encouraging
positive social interaction. This would lead to better mental
health.

e Providing shared outdoor spaces for group physical
exercise. This would lead to better physical and mental
health

» Transport and Movement Network :

e Providing nearby public transit services to be used for
commuting long distances would lead to less stress than
using cars, hence better mental health-

VII.CONCLUSION

Nowadays, there is a rapid urbanization process
including the establishment of new gated communities in
several cities. This kind of neoliberal urban practices
resulted in negative health outcomes for vulnerable
populations, while they are better for privileged populations
from an urban planning perspective. This affected the health
justice within the city because the neoliberal urban practices
represented by the private urban projects provide designs
that include the aspect of public health, unlike the public
urban projects. Nevertheless, the occurrence of Covid-19
Pandemic raised awareness towards the importance of the
aspect of public health within the discipline of urban
planning, and how this entanglement affects health justice in
neoliberal urban contexts. This article discussed briefly the
cases of Cairo and Dubai showing the negative effects of the
neoliberal urban practices there. Hence, this article
suggested that implementing spatial determinants of health-
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related quality of life in public projects would raise their
level to that of private projects leading to the prevalence of
health justice in cities.

This research is aiming to reform the policies concerned
with urban practices to ensure the existence of health justice
throughout the whole city. This field is an emerging one in
the 21st century where more research should be carried out
to understand the changes in the lives of individuals within
the neoliberal context, especially after the pandemic. Future
research might include analyzing policies that have been
implemented by governments in different countries that have
affected people's well-being concerning public health within
the urban context. Also, evaluating through a visualized
model, using a geospatial program such as the GIS, the
indicators of quality of life in public and private urban
projects to investigate the associations between various
socio-demographic factors and people's quality of life and
public health.
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