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ABSTRACT

This interview article focuses on discussion of several
important issues related to the influence of urban
landscape on human health from a perspective of
pediatrics. Richard J. Jackson introduced his career

in the field and explained how to promote physical,
mental, and social health through improvement of urban
environment. Bin Jiang, the interviewer, raised a few
important questions related to the topic within the social
and physical context of Chinese cities. Together, through
a fresh perspective, this work would help city managers
and design professionals to contribute to solving
pressing human health problems by reshaping urban
environment and changing citizens’ lifestyles and social
norms.
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1. Richard J. Jackson
and Bin Jiang on
the Conference of
Healthy Communities:
Designing for Future
Generations, held in
Omaha, Nebraska in
April, 2014.
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Introduction of Richard J. Jackson

Richard J. Jackson is Professor and
Chair of Environmental Health Sciences
at the Fielding School of Public Health
at the University of California, Los
Angeles. As a pediatrician, he has
served in many leadership positions

in both environmental health and
infectious disease with the California
Health Department, including the
highest as the State Health Officer.
For nine years he was Director of

the CDC’s National Center for
Environmental Health in Atlanta and
received the Presidential Distinguished
Service award. In October, 2011 he
was elected to the Institute of Medicine
of the National Academy of Sciences,
was given John Heinz Award for his
Environmental Health leadership Work,
and received the Sedgwick Medal, the
highest award of the American Public
Health Association. He co-authored
the textbook Making Healthy Places
from Island Press, and hosted a four
hour US Public Television Series
Designing Healthy Communities along
with a companion by the same name.
The author, Bin Jiang, whose research
work examines the impacts of built
environment on human health and
sustainable urbanism, interviewed
Jackson in April, 2014 in Omaha,
Nebraska, U.S.
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Bin JIANG (JIANG hereafter): Prof.
Jackson, it is my pleasure to meet you.
I notice although you were not trained
as a designer, you have worked in the
field of built environment and human
health for the last 15 years. I wonder

what made you realize the importance

of living environment on human health.

What made you redirect a substantial
portion of your career to this area of

environmental health?

Richard J. JACKSON (JACKSON
hereafter): I was destined to go into
public health. Of course, I did not realize
until when I was an adult. My father
who had been a fighter pilot survived
World War IT and came back from the
war in 1945. He and my mother soon
had three little boys under age four. He
was a strong young man, but in 1949,
he developed polio, and died in less than
three days. His death was a tremendous
loss, with our mother suffering the most.
We were very poor and moved to New
Jersey where my mother had grown up.
New Jersey is called the “garden state”
of the US. When it received that name
it was a beautiful place, but in many
ways it has been, destroyed by rampant
industrialization, over paving, and air,
water and land pollution. I and every
other person who grew up there knew
very well how this “garden” had been
destroyed. And this destruction was not

only to the land, but to people’s health.

I eventually went to medical school
to become a physician. I wanted to do a
career of public service and then decided
to do pediatrics. Pediatrics is a very
wonderful profession. In a way, because
what we do in pediatrics is different
from adult medicine. In adult medicine,
we simply try to help him or her become
as well as before. In pediatrics, when we
look at a child, we know we are looking
at just one frame in a movie, so we very
much focus on the progression of that
child’s life: the mental, physical, and
social development, even the economic
wellbeing of that child. We need to be
very aware of the ecological nature of
child. The child is the center of her or his
own eco-system. Biologically, the child
integrates the exposures she or he has.
The child eats, drinks, and breaths two to
three times as much for every kilogram
of body weight as does an adult. So any
exposure we create in the environment
impacts a child more than adult. The
result of impact lasts not five or ten
years, but seventy or eighty years. So it is
extraordinarily important that we focus
on children. We have a saying in English:
the boy is the father of man.

I have spent thirty years doing
epidemiology and toxicology, learning
the effects of environmental hazards
including toxic chemicals, radiation,

climate change, CO, loading of the
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atmosphere, air and water pollutants and
more. And I become convinced about

15 years ago that focusing on toxic
chemicals were very important — it was
not that important to average person. It
is where we live really matters to people.
My friend, Prof. Howard Frumkin and

I decided we needed to focus more

on where people live. We brought

CDC a series of experts. We talked
about community policing through
environmental design, for example, how
do “eyes on the street” reduce crime.

We brought experts in injury prevention
to change built environment to prevent
injuries. We also brought experts on
asthma and mental health. Prof. Frances
Kuo and Prof. William C. Sullivan were
examining the social and mental health
of children living in very difficult housing
situations. It really hit me something
that I, and I think everyone else, had
known all along: children belong in
green environments. Most parents know
that children need challenges that are
sequenced to be neither too hard nor too
easy. Children need to play and to engage
the world they are in. Children need to
be allowed to explore though maybe

get a little bit hurt. If we overprotect
them, we give them an unreal sense of
the world. Another thing Prof. Sullivan
surprised me with was the strong data
showing that children playing in green

spaces, for example, running on a trail
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past trees and shrubs, or throwing stones
in a river were mentally, socially and
physically healthier than a child always
sitting in a room. We all kind of knew
that but Prof. Sullivan found concrete
evidences.

We construct many “modern”
environments that deprive children of
green spaces. We construct environments
that make hard for the elderly to be
around of comfort water features or
green features. We have so married
and embraced the mechanical, man-
made environment and we have lost
gifts nature gave us. I suspect this
environmental hardening has damaged
the human spirit. There are many things
I admire very much about my country,
that perhaps could be a model for other
countries, but there are mistakes I hope
rapidly developing countries like China
do not emulate — one of which is to
have your life owned by the automobile,
and boxed in by a physical environment
of cement stone and concrete, and to lose
touch with nature.

JIANG: Indeed, contemporary
Chinese cities are crowded with high-
rise buildings and high population
densities. People live in compact and
intense urban environment. More and
more urban residents choose private cars
for commuting and recreation. People

are following Western people’s lifestyle.
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We know it is problematic but we can
hardly resist because that is the life many
of us want. People want to live in neat
environment, drive private vehicles, and
avoid crowded bus and subway. Do you
have suggestions on how to encourage
people to choose more sustainable

lifestyles?

JACKSON: First of all, if you have
a choice of being on a crowded, hot,
and smelly subway or a comfortable
car with air conditioning, the car seems
irresistible. I think there must be ways
one could have both. Clearly cars burn
much more fossil fuel per person, and
the idea of everyone has a private car
would seem impractical fora country
with one quarter of world people. In fact,
the United States are really almost post-
automobile. We have more cars than
drivers. Most of highways are stopped
a great deal of time. Research shows
people who drive more are less physically
fit. Their cortisol and other endocrine
levels go up while they are driving which
actually raise the risk of heart attack. In
every part of the world, the problem of
obesity is increasing. Yet people who live
in car dependent areas weight about 3 kg
on average more than in areas where few
people drive. Countries should figure out
how to make subway systems efficient,
safe, clean, and comfortable. The cost

of using public transit is a lot less per



person than owning a car. So, having
economic benefits or convenience make
people want to do that. Telling people
by waving your fingers “Do not do this”
is never going to work. But, I do admire
the Scandinavian model which creates
environments that work well for people.

JIANG: In China, huge amount of
projects are going on so there are a lot
of practice opportunities for landscape
architects. Both public and private
investors start to realize the importance
of green landscape on promoting
economy and gaining health benefits for
people. However, although many green
spaces are constructed in urban areas,
we gradually lose pristine nature, or
the wildness, in cities. I notice a trend
that majority of urban landscapes are
regarded as decorative or architectural
features. Landscape architects work very
hard to make landscape have geometric,
clean, and neat edges, shapes, or patterns.
However, I consider those landscapes
fail to convey a sense of nature. You
mentioned that let children play with
nature and let people enjoy the wildness
to assure people understand the essential
relationship between human and nature,
and to become more positive, attentive,
and relaxed by contacting with nature.
So, I am little worried about the trend of
obsessive control on visual characteristics

or just regarding landscapes as
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architectural elements.

JACKSON: Even though T am a
physician, one of my heroes is Frederick
Law Olmsted. I love being in places
that he and his sons designed. There are
decorative features like old fashion cast-
stone bridges. But if you go through
the Olmsted parks, you will think “oh,
it probably was always this way”. Yet,
it is largely human made, but at least it
conveys the feeling, the sense of being
in nature through the variety of trees,
water-features, birds and other types of
wildlife. It is very caring for the soul and
spirit.

Olmsted called parks the “lungs of
the city” in part because of the cooling
and cleaning of air. Yet we doctors
know that we can treat many illnesses,
but when the lungs fail, it is the end of
the patient — is it the same for a city
without a park? Our cities’ “green lungs”
keep people healthy. We need places for
respite from work and stress. I enjoy very
formal gardens and parks, but if you
really want to relax, you want to sit and
read a book quietly, there is nothing like

a real natural setting.

JIANG: Another observation of
China is that people pay much less
attention on mental health problems
than physical health problems. People
are reluctant to see a doctor when they

are depressed or stressed, which is much
different from Americans. Through

my own research, I realize that contact
with nature in urban environment is
significantly beneficial for mental health
in terms of relief of psychological stress
and fatigue, promotion of positive
moods, accelerate social cohesion. For
many urban citizens, especially young
and middle-aged, they are suffering
anxiety, depression, and stress caused
by challenges in daily life, such as
intense competition for education and
employment, and high costs for housing,
medicine and education. It seems mental
health is becoming a serious issue for

human health in Chinese cities.

JACKSON: Many societies
underestimate the importance of mental
health. If a person is missing a leg, on
readily recognizes the problem. But
poor mental health can be worse than
a missing limb — ask any parent of a
child with schizophrenia or a spouse
with overwhelming depression. Do not
dismiss the suffering because you cannot
see it, someone who is immobilized by
anxiety, paralyzed by depression, is in
enormous pain, as are the people who
love them. The truth is, the brain is the
most important organ in our bodies. It is
wrong to dismiss the importance of the
mind.

I think that unbridled and aggressive
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capitalism, and a free market that
undervalues human dignity, leave too
many people feeling unhinged, and
unconnected. People feel very vulnerable
to the world in ways opposite from

what they felt in the past. The older
generations, even my parents’ generation,
they felt very comfortable with the idea
“T am here, my rest of my life is here,
and my kids will be here”. It is not that
way in United States anymore. Our
unemployment rates are higher, people
can go from being an employee with high
income to a homeless in a year, especially
with a serious illness. I really think when
a society moves to free economy, we need
make sure we have a security safety net,
a financial safety net, a food safety net,
and a housing safety net for people. I

am not saying people should be lazy and
not contributing. I am saying everyone
comes across difficult times in their life.
We have obligation to help people get
through them.

JIANG: I notice you mentioned main
stressful life events like death of family
members or unemployment, but there are
many minor stressful things in our life
like working deadlines, paying bills, and
traffic jams. Those stressors may lead
to an accumulation of acute stress and
development of chronic stress, which has
been proven as a significant contributor

of serious diseases and even death. How
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we can intervene our living environment
to help people recover from daily stress
on time, prevent from the accumulation
of acute stress, and control the growth of

stress-related diseases and death?

JACKSON: When we do surveys in
United States, one thing people complain
about is “I do not have enough time”.
American people have machines to
wash their clothes, vacuum the floor,
microwaves — they got all these things
supposedly make their life easier. Yet they
complain they have no time. When we
look at people’s lives, they are spending
too much time watching television, doing
things that are not productive, and they
distract themselves with trivial tasks and
interests. The entertainment structure
and the video game industry are good
examples. They are not productive and
consume a lot of time. Then they feel
stressed because they do not have time
after all these. Basically, totalitarian
capitalism seeks to absorb as much of
our capital — financial, social, time,
human energy capital — as possible.

In fact, the purpose of commercial
advertising is to make you unhappy.
Because the advertising says “See, if

you drink this drink or drive this car,
you will be better looking.” It makes us
feel inferior and inadequate: “go buy
something and I will be happy”. We are
constantly manipulated. I think by being
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in nature and disconnecting from this
nonsense is really important way to get

ourselves get centered again.

JIANG: To wrap up our conversation,
could you offer some comments on
creating healthy living environment for
cities in developing countries?

JACKSON: It is a pediatrician
speaking: it is very hard to do these
things and have much change in six
months or one year. But, we have to have
a vision to give our children a world
that is healthier, more beautiful and
more diverse in terms of wildlife species.
Without a vision the people will perish.
There are a lot of things we need to do
like regulate this or add that or change
the urban planning. But ultimately,

I believe every society must embrace

a positive and healthy vision for our
children and grandchildren, a vision of
harmony of the world. It is very hard
to have the harmony if we disregard
nature. LAF
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