
Airports have potentially serious health impacts 
(predominantly related to aircraft and heavy traffic in 
and out of the facility such as air, noise, water and soil 
pollution). These impacts are offset, in a systems view, 
by investments in the ‘social determinants of health’ 
(see the rainbow model of Whitehead and Dahlgren). 

Good employment is good for health. Economic growth 
may benefit everyone’s well-being. A healthy local 
agricultural, food and catering system would benefit 
the wider population. Well managed accessibility 
planning would be good for age-friendly and health 
environments. 

A highly qualified and well-trained diverse workforce 
is a healthier workforce. Advanced clinical and 
public health services for that workforce, travelers 
and visitors would benefit the wider population of 
Western Sydney and beyond. Innovative occupational 
and industrial practices would boost peoples’ growth 
opportunities.

Airports are engines for health and well-being.
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The Australian Federal Government announced in 
2014 that the Sydney basin would finally have its 
second international airport. Western Sydney Airport, 
located in the Badgerys Creek area of Liverpool 
Council and the South Western Sydney Local Health 
District, will commence operations in 2026.

The announcement has been welcomed by 
many. In particular the economic opportunities 
of a ‘greenfields airport’ are promised to be an 
important addition to Western Sydney, an area 
currently characterised by lack of employment and 
infrastructure. The concept of an ‘aerotropolis’ as an 
economic airport city hub is attractive.

Major transformative infrastructure change and 
development, however, also has its impact on human 
development and population health. The Centre for 
Health Equity Training, Research and Evaluation (a 
research hub with UNSW and an intelligence unit in 
the Health District’s Population Health Division) has 
developed a vision for airports as engines of health, 
and not just as a source of economic wealth.
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As soon as Western 
Sydney Airport entered 
the planning pipeline 
in 2014 the Centre 
for Health Equity 
Training, Research and 
Evaluation (CHETRE) 
(a research hub 
with UNSW and an 
intelligence unit in 
the Health District’s 
Population Health 
Division) was asked to 
look at its health 

impacts. CHETRE has a global reputation in ‘Health 
Impact Assessments’ (HIAs) and the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) ‘Healthy Cities’ programme.

CHETRE partnered with the Western Sydney 
Community Forum and Chamber of Commerce 
to develop an HIA on the health effects of the 
community engagement process. The research 
found that when all stakeholders are heard, the 
planning process yield better results and a better 
airport.

With the University of New South Wales (Built 
Environment) and a broad 
group of health experts 
from the Local Health  
District, CHETRE 
reviewed the existing 
health evidence of 
airports, and connected 
these findings with the 
WHO Healthy Cities 
qualities that have 
inspired thousands of 
cities around the world 
since the early 1980s. 
Cities are sources, not 
threats, of health.
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Based on the 
Healthy Cities 
research and 
community 
engagement 
process 
CHETRE found 
that a Healthy 
Airport can 
embrace twelve 
aspirational 
dimension 
(below). Each 
of these has 
a geo-spatial 
dimension. 

The health 
impacts and 
potentials of an 
airport do not 

stop at its fence and can be seen as a footprint that 
reaches beyond the visual horizon. 

These views were presented to key stakeholders 
in the global aviation industry at an international 
conference where ICAO (the International Civil Aviation 
Organization) and ACI (Airports Council International) 
saw these ideas as a new stage in airport and 
metroplex evolution.

What is next
Western Sydney Airport has an opportunity to become 
a new global benchmark. It should not just aspire to be 
a new aerotropolis. It can become the centre of a new 
health region, the Healthy Airport region.

CHETRE is ready to invest in this process with its 
partners around the world. Contact us to see what 
roles are possible.


