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A B S T R A C T

Background: Various aspects of the urban environment and neighbourhood socio-economic status interact with
each other to affect health. Few studies to date have quantitatively assessed intersections of multiple urban
environmental factors and their distribution across levels of deprivation.
Objectives: To explore the spatial patterns of urban environmental exposures within three large Canadian cities,
assess how exposures are distributed across socio-economic deprivation gradients, and identify clusters of fa-
vourable or unfavourable environmental characteristics.
Methods: We indexed nationally standardized estimates of active living friendliness (i.e. “walkability”), NO2 air
pollution, and greenness to 6-digit postal codes within the cities of Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. We
compared the distribution of within-city exposure tertiles across quintiles of material deprivation. Tertiles of
each exposure were then overlaid with each other in order to identify potentially favorable (high walkability,
low NO2, high greenness) and unfavorable (low walkability, high NO2, and low greenness) environments.
Results: In all three cities, high walkability was more common in least deprived areas and less prevalent in highly
deprived areas. We also generally saw a greater prevalence of postal codes with high vegetation indices and low
NO2 in areas with low deprivation, and a lower greenness prevalence and higher NO2 concentrations in highly
deprived areas, suggesting environmental inequity is occurring. Our study showed that relatively few postal
codes were simultaneously characterized by desirable or undesirable walkability, NO2 and greenness tertiles.
Discussion: Spatial analyses of multiple standardized urban environmental factors such as the ones presented in
this manuscript can help refine municipal investments and policy priorities. This study illustrates a methodology
to prioritize areas for interventions that increase active living and exposure to urban vegetation, as well as lower
air pollution. Our results also highlight the importance of considering the intersections between the built en-
vironment and socio-economic status in city planning and urban public health decision-making.

1. Introduction

Globally, it’s expected that two out of every three individuals will
live in cities by 2050(United Nations 2019). In Canada, 82% of in-
dividuals lived in urban and suburban areas in 2016(Statistics Canada
2017) and by 2050, almost nine in ten Canadians (87.3%) will be urban
dwellers(United Nations 2018). A mounting body of evidence suggests

that aspects of the urban environment can affect people’s health and
health-related behaviours in a number of different ways
(Nieuwenhuijsen 2016; Northridge et al. 2003), as outlined below. In
recent years, there has also been a renewed focus on the importance of
city planning and urban interventions to face the major global health
challenges of the 21st century(Giles-Corti et al. 2016). Urban design
features such as land use mix, population density, transportation
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infrastructure, vegetation and tree planting, public facilities, and mo-
bility options contribute to environmental factors such as air quality,
neighbourhood greenness, and the extent to which individuals can
conveniently walk and cycle to their destinations (i.e. active transpor-
tation). In turn, such urban environmental factors have both positive
and negative impacts on health, at the individual- and population-le-
vels. A large body of literature has associated neighbourhood walk-
ability(Hajna et al. 2018; McCormack and Shiell 2011; Wasfi et al.
2016), exposure to air pollution(Anderson et al. 2012; Brunekreef and
Holgate 2002), and greenness(Fong et al. 2018; James et al. 2015) with
health behaviours, chronic health conditions and mortality. Most stu-
dies to date have however considered these exposures in isolation and
evidence shows that various aspects of the urban environment interact
with each other in both synergistic and competing ways(Hankey and
Marshall 2017). For instance, studies have shown that areas of high
walkability are sometimes characterized by poorer air quality(Cowie
et al. 2016; Marshall et al. 2009). Evidence also suggests that greenness
may attenuate the harmful health effects of air pollution(Crouse et al.
2019; Dadvand et al. 2015), while environmental noise can exacerbate
the impacts of air pollution on chronic health conditions(Tzivian et al.
2017). Further, the pathways linking some exposures to health may be
behaviourally mediated, for example walkability, whereas others such
as air pollution may have more direct effects. Finally, evidence shows
that worse income and socioeconomic status are correlated with sub-
optimal environmental conditions, which in turn negatively affects
health outcomes(Evans and Kantrowitz 2002). Areas with high socio-
economic deprivation and poor built environments may therefore be of
high priority for interventions while in turn, interventions targeted
towards only one aspect may be less successful in improving population
health.

The ubiquitous and modifiable nature of urban environmental ex-
posures makes them promising targets for public health policies, reg-
ulations and urban interventions(Giles-Corti et al. 2016;
Nieuwenhuijsen 2016). However, a better understanding of how dif-
ferent aspects of the urban environment interact with each other in
influencing health across different populations is required to design
appropriate policy responses. Planners and policy makers therefore
need tools and evidence that are based on small-scale variations of
comparable environmental factors across cities. The Canadian Urban
Environmental Health Research Consortium (CANUE) is addressing this
need with a data platform of harmonized postal code-level environ-
mental exposure metrics characterizing multiple aspects of urban living
for all of Canada(Brook et al. 2018). Additionally, CANUE’s data
holdings, which continue to evolve and incorporate more environ-
mental factors, are being integrated directly into the databases of
multiple prospective cohorts and other health research platforms
(Doiron et al. 2018; Dummer et al. 2018; Raina et al. 2009; Subbarao
et al. 2015) to facilitate environmental health research.

In this study, we leverage urban environmental factors held and
distributed by CANUE to explore their spatial patterns within the three
principal municipalities of Canada’s largest metropolitan areas:
Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. Standard postal code-indexed me-
trics of neighbourhood walkability, nitrogen dioxide (NO2) air pollu-
tion, satellite-based greenness, and material deprivation are used to: (1)
explore their spatial distribution and intersection within cities, (2) as-
sess how environmental factors are distributed across socio-economic
deprivation gradients, and (3) identify potentially favorable environ-
ments (high walkability, low NO2, high greenness) and those most in
need of interventions (low walkability, high NO2, and low greenness).
NO2 is used as a measure of air quality given it typically shows larger
within-city variation, especially that related to motor vehicle traffic,
relative to other commonly-measured pollutants such as fine particulate
matter mass concentrations (PM2.5)(Levy et al. 2014). Further, a ma-
terial deprivation index composed of education, employment and in-
come measures was employed since it provides a broader picture of
how health determinant intersect with environmental attributes than

more commonly used metrics such as mean neighbourhood household
income.

Few studies to date have quantitatively assessed intersections of
multiple urban environmental factors and their distribution across le-
vels of deprivation. These analyses allow identification of areas in each
city with health-promoting environmental characteristics as well as
areas with a confluence of characteristics potentially detrimental to
health. This study thereby illustrates a methodology for municipalities
to prioritize areas for interventions that increase active living and ex-
posure to urban vegetation, as well as lower air pollution. It also more
generally demonstrates the potential for environmental data platforms
to address questions important in the quest for healthier cities.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Study area

We explored the spatial distribution of neighbourhood active living
friendliness (i.e. “walkability”), NO2 air pollution, greenness and de-
privation within the cities of Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. These
cities were selected as they represent the core population of Canada’s
three largest metropolitan areas, which encompass over one-third
(35.5%) of the Canadian population(Statistics Canada 2017). The DMTI
Spatial (Desktop Mapping Technologies Inc.) Municipal Amalgamation
File (MAF) was used to define 2016 municipal boundaries(DMTI Spatial
Inc. 2015). Study areas excluded many suburban zones in metropolitan
areas that are administered by other municipal governments. The
geographic coverage of Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver are
630.20 km2, 365.65 km2 and 114.97 km2, with a 2016 population
density of 4334.4, 4662.1 and 5492.6 people per km2, respectively
(Statistics Canada 2019). Housing type varied considerably across ci-
ties; single-detached houses represented 7% (Montreal), 15% (Van-
couver), and 24% (Toronto) and apartment buildings made up 59%
(Toronto), 62% (Vancouver), and 72% (Montreal) of all occupied pri-
vate dwellings in 2016(Statistics Canada 2019). About half of in-
dividuals in each city commuted to work by car while public transit
modal share was 37% in Toronto and Montreal and 30% in Vancouver.
In Toronto and Montreal, 12% and 13% of the employed labour force
walked or biked to get to work, respectively, whereas active transpor-
tation modal share was 21% in Vancouver(Statistics Canada 2019).

2.2. Data preparation

All environmental exposures and deprivation scores were provided
by CANUE, indexed to all single-link DMTI Spatial Inc. 6-digit postal
codes in each of the three study areas. Single-link postal codes are lo-
cated at the geographic coordinates that best represent where the ma-
jority of the population lives within the postal code zone. In Canadian
urban areas, postal codes correspond to one side of a city block, or even
a single large apartment building. Deprivation scores, walkability and
greenness metrics were for the year 2016. While NO2 estimates were for
2012, studies have demonstrated temporal stability in the spatial pat-
terns of NO2 and other air pollutants over ~10 years(Wang et al. 2013).

In order to restrict our analyses to inhabited areas, we excluded 18
137 out of 102 076 postal codes in the three municipalities made up
exclusively of business points of call (i.e. postal codes with no apart-
ments or houses). The presence of residences within each single-link
postal code was determined using the Enhanced Postal Point file in-
cluded in the DMTI Spatial Inc. CanMap Content Suite(DMTI Spatial Inc.
2015).

Material deprivation scores and walkability were originally esti-
mated for dissemination areas, which are geographic units composed of
one or more adjacent city blocks. To facilitate co-analyses with NO2 and
greenness metrics indexed to postal code single-link locations, all postal
codes within a dissemination area were assigned the same deprivation
and walkability scores. Population counts were obtained from the
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Canadian Census at the level of the dissemination block, which are
generally smaller units of geography relative to DAs that are bounded
by roads or natural boundaries. The total population for a dissemination
block was distributed equally across all single-link postal codes within
each dissemination block. Across all three cities there was a mean po-
pulation of 60 individuals per postal code. Figure S1 in supplementary
materials shows the relationship between dissemination areas, dis-
semination blocks and single link postal code locations in Canada.

2.3. Active transportation/active living

We used the Canadian Active Living Environments (Can-ALE) index
to explore the spatial distribution of neighbourhood active transporta-
tion(Herrmann et al. 2019; Ross et al. 2018). The Can-ALE index is the
sum of z-scores of four built environment measures associated with
walking rates and active transportation: intersection density, dwelling
density, points of interest and transit stops. Each measure was calcu-
lated from one-kilometer circular buffers based on centroids of 2016
dissemination areas (DAs). The summed Can-ALE score indicates the
distribution of active-living friendliness in a given DA relative to all DAs
in Canada, with negative values representing below average walk-
ability, and positive values representing above average walkability. A
Can-ALE score of around zero indicates that a location is near the Ca-
nadian average for the quality of the active living environment. Higher
values of the Can-ALE index have been shown to predict higher than
average walk-to-work and active-transportation-to-work (i.e. walking
and cycling) rates across Canada (Herrmann et al. 2019). As mentioned
above, all single link postal code locations within a DA were assigned
the same Can-ALE value.

2.4. Nitrogen dioxide air pollution

Annual average NO2 concentrations in parts per billion (ppb) at
each single-link postal code location were estimated using a national
land use regression (LUR) model for the year 2006 and adjusted for the
year 2012 using air quality monitoring station data(Hystad et al. 2011;
Weichenthal et al. 2017). The LUR model included road length within
10 km, 2005–2006 satellite NO2 estimates, area of industrial land use
within 2 km, and summer rainfall as predictors of regional NO2 varia-
tion, and deterministic gradients were used to model local scale var-
iation related to roads (i.e., traffic). The final NO2 model showed good
performance, explaining 73% of the variation in measurements from
different types of monitoring sites (general exposure, regional back-
ground, local-source influenced) in the national air pollution surveil-
lance (NAPS) network, with a root mean square error (RMSE) of 2.9
parts per billion (ppb).

2.5. Greenness

Exposure to greenness was estimated using normalized difference
vegetation index (NDVI) derived from the U.S. Geological Surveys’
Landsat 8 satellite images. We used Google Earth Engine functions to
create cloud free annual growing season composites. Water features
were masked in order to exclude water pixels in NDVI calculations. We
then exported the resulting Top of Atmosphere (TOA) reflectance band
data(Gorelick et al. 2017). The 2016 annual mean NDVI within a 500-
meter buffer around each single-link postal code location were used in
analyses.

2.6. Neighbourhood socioeconomic status (SES)

To assess how environmental exposures were distributed across le-
vels of socioeconomic status, we used the material component of the
2016 Material and Social Deprivation Index (MSDI)(Pampalon et al.
2012). The MSDI was derived using principal component analyses in
each city with DA-level indicators of education, employment and

income obtained from the Canadian Census. The distribution of mate-
rial deprivation values observed in each city were then divided into
deprivation quintiles (groups making up 20% of the population),
thereby allowing us to explore variations within cities. As with the Can-
ALE score, all postal codes within a dissemination area were assigned
the same material deprivation values.

2.7. Statistical analyses

We first generated descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients
for walkability, NO2, and greenness exposures. To explore variations of
urban environmental exposures across socioeconomic gradients, we
compared the distribution of within-city exposure tertiles across quin-
tiles of material deprivation, similar to the method used by Marshall
et al. (Marshall et al. 2009) and Cowie et al. (Cowie et al. 2016). For this
exercise, we divided the prevalence rate (proportion) of postal codes
falling in low exposure tertiles within each quintile of deprivation by
the overall prevalence of postal codes in low tertiles of exposures. This
process was repeated for prevalence rates of postal codes falling in high
exposure tertiles across deprivation quintiles. A ratio of 1.0 indicated
that the prevalence of an exposure tertile in a given deprivation cate-
gory was the same as its overall prevalence when considering all postal
codes within a city. A score of less than 1.0 indicated a lower pre-
valence compared to overall, and vice versa. Methods employed by
Marshall et al. (Marshall et al. 2009) and Cowie et al. (Cowie et al.
2016) were also adapted to classify postal codes into “sweet” and “sour
spots”. Briefly, exposure tertiles were overlaid with each other in order
to identify postal codes of high walkability, low NO2, and high green-
ness (i.e. “sweet spots”) and postal codes characterized by low walk-
ability, high NO2, and low greenness (i.e. “sour spots”). To allow com-
parison with the two previous studies having used this methodology to
intersect walkability and traffic related air pollution, we also overlaid
walkability tertiles with tertiles of NO2. The intersection between
walkability tertiles and tertiles of greenness exposure were also ex-
plored. Finally, we calculated the population distribution across high
and low exposure tertiles and for “sweet spot” and “sour spot” postal
codes within each city using linked Canadian Census data.

All statistical analyses were performed using the R statistical
package, version 3.6.0(R Core Team 2019).

3. Results

After exclusion of postal codes without any residential addresses, a
total of 41 200, 28 558, and 14 181 postal codes for Toronto, Montreal
and Vancouver respectively were used in analyses. Descriptive statistics
for walkability, NO2, and greenness exposure are shown in Table 1.
Maps showing the spatial distribution of each exposure for each city are
provided in supplemental materials (Figures S2, S3 and S4). The mean
Can-ALE index was highest in Montreal (4.17 ± 4.01 standard de-
viation (SD), no units) and lowest in Vancouver (3.43 ± 4.62 SD, no
units). Mean NO2 was comparable across cities, ranging from 16.0 ppb
(± 3.71 SD) annual average in Montreal to 16.6 ppb (± 2.70 SD) in
Toronto. Finally, mean annual NDVI greenness within 500 m around
each postal code was also similar across cities, ranging from 0.33
(± 0.09 SD, no units) in Vancouver to 0.40 (± 0.09 SD, no units) in
Toronto. In all 3 cities, greenness was negatively correlated with both
walkability (r = −0.51 to −0.63) and NO2 (r = −0.40 to −0.61),
while walkability showed a positive correlation with NO2

(r = 0.09–0.50) (Table 2).
Table 3 shows the relative prevalence of postal codes in the lowest

and highest tertiles of exposure across material deprivation quintiles.
Low material deprivation areas in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver
had a 68%, 70% and 114% higher prevalence of highly walkable postal
codes compared to city-wide prevalence. Conversely, in all three cities
postal codes favouring active living (i.e. highly walkable) were around
half as common in the highest deprivation quintiles compared to city-
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wide prevalence. High material deprivation areas were also less likely
to experience low NO2 concentrations in all three cities, and 23% and
38% more likely to experience high NO2 exposure in Vancouver and
Toronto, respectively. We observed a consistent deprivation-greenness
relationship for the city of Toronto; low greenness postal codes were

44% more prevalent in highly deprived areas and 34% less prevalent in
low deprivation areas, compared to city wide prevalence. Conversely,
high greenness values in Toronto were 58% more prevalent in the
lowest deprivation postal codes, and 55% less prevalent in high de-
privation areas. Finally, in Montreal and Vancouver, relatively high
greenness was 49% and 57% less common in highly deprived postal
codes, respectively.

Figs. 1, 2 and 3 shows the spatial distribution of “sweet” and “sour
spots” in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver, respectively, as well as
examples of what these locations look like using randomly selected
Google Street View and satellite images. Toronto had the highest pro-
portion of both “sweet spots” (1.9% of postal codes) - i.e. high walk-
ability, low NO2, and high greenness - and “sour spots” (4%) – i.e. low
walkability, high NO2, and low greenness (Table 4). Montreal had the
lowest proportion of both “sweet” (0.6%) and “sour spot” (2%) postal
codes. In all three cities, we observed spatial clustering of “sweet” and
“sour” spots (Figs. 1, 2 and 3). High walkability/low NO2 postal codes
made up 8.6%, 7.4%, and 1.8% of postal codes in Toronto, Vancouver
and Montreal, respectively. The prevalence of postal codes with a low
walkability score and high NO2 concentrations was 4.4%, 7.9% and
8.9% in Montreal, Vancouver and Toronto, respectively. Finally, postal
codes characterized by relatively high walkability and high greenness

Table 1
Descriptive statistics for walkability, NO2, and greenness.

Mean ± SD Median Min 1st tertile 2nd tertile Max N Missing

Walkability (no unit)
Toronto 3.85 ± 5.76 2.12 −3.43 1.11 3.61 47.83 41 199 1
Montreal 4.17 ± 4.01 3.35 −3.50 2.06 4.80 19.34 28 558 0
Vancouver 3.43 ± 4.62 2.14 −3.55 1.40 3.23 28.88 14 181 0

NO2 (ppb)
Toronto 16.6 ± 2.70 16.4 8.7 15.6 17.3 35.9 40 977 223
Montreal 16.0 ± 3.71 16.1 6.3 14.8 17.4 36.0 28 407 151
Vancouver 16.1 ± 3.57 15.7 5.7 14.6 17.1 39.2 14 006 175

Greenness (no unit)
Toronto 0.40 ± 0.09 0.40 0.03 0.36 0.44 0.71 41 200 0
Montreal 0.35 ± 0.09 0.35 0.05 0.30 0.38 0.77 28 558 0
Vancouver 0.33 ± 0.09 0.33 0.03 0.30 0.36 0.75 14 181 0

Table 2
Pearson’s correlation coefficients for walkability, NO2, and greenness.

Walkability NO2 Greenness

Toronto
walkability 1 0.09 −0.51
NO2 – 1 −0.40
greenness – – 1

Montreal
walkability 1 0.50 −0.62
NO2 – 1 −0.61
greenness – – 1

Vancouver
walkability 1 0.26 −0.63
NO2 – 1 −0.54
greenness – – 1

Table 3
Walkability, NO2, and greenness tertiles: relative postal code prevalence rate by quintiles of material deprivation*.

All postal codes Low walk. Low NO2 Low green High walk. High NO2 High green

Proportion of all postal codes (%) 100 33.3 33.3 33.3 33.3 33.3 33.3

Toronto (prevalence rate)
1 (low deprivation) 1.0 0.59 0.80 0.66 1.68 0.70 1.58
2 1.0 0.92 1.14 0.77 1.17 0.76 1.26
3 1.0 1.17 1.22 0.92 0.87 0.90 1.03
4 1.0 1.16 1.03 1.17 0.72 1.24 0.69
5 (high depr.) 1.0 1.19 0.82 1.44 0.50 1.38 0.45

Montreal (prevalence rate)
1 (low depr.) 1.0 0.79 0.74 1.13 1.70 1.26 1.11
2 1.0 1.00 1.12 0.94 1.30 1.08 1.29
3 1.0 1.25 1.28 0.75 0.75 0.89 1.27
4 1.0 1.09 1.18 0.90 0.71 0.78 0.87
5 (high depr.) 1.0 0.87 0.65 1.23 0.57 0.95 0.51

Vancouver (prevalence rate)
1 (low depr.) 1.0 0.59 1.47 1.82 2.14 0.88 0.69
2 1.0 1.39 1.77 0.53 1.06 0.61 1.59
3 1.0 1.18 1.12 0.62 0.68 0.99 1.33
4 1.0 1.15 0.48 0.68 0.51 1.21 0.97
5 (high depr.) 1.0 0.74 0.20 1.25 0.55 1.23 0.43

* A ratio of 1.0 indicates that the prevalence of low/high exposure tertiles in a deprivation category is the same as its overall prevalence in a given city, while a
ratio below 1.0 indicated a lower prevalence compared to overall, and vice versa. For example, a value of 1.58 for high greenness in Toronto’s lowest deprivation
quintile indicates an 58% higher than expected prevalence of high greenness in low deprivation postal codes compared to high greenness across all deprivation
categories. Further, a value of 0.66 for low greenness in Toronto’s lowest deprivation quintile represents a 44% lower prevalence of low greenness in the least deprived
postal codes compared to all deprivation categories.
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Fig. 1. “Sweet” and “sour spots” postal codes in the city of Toronto.

Fig. 2. “Sweet” and “sour spots” postal codes in the city of Montreal.
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made up 6.2% of postal codes in Toronto, 4.7% of postal codes in
Montreal, and 3.1% of postal codes in Vancouver. The proportion of
low walkability/low greenness postal codes was 2.4% in Montreal,
5.9% in Vancouver and 6.3% in Toronto.

Table 5 shows the population distribution across walkability, NO2,
and greenness exposure tertiles, as well as “sweet” and “sour spots”.
When comparing low vs. high tertiles of each exposure, a larger

proportion of individuals within each city lived in areas of relatively
high walkability, high NO2 or low greenness. Between 37.6% (Mon-
treal) to 47% (Vancouver) of individuals lived in areas of relatively high
walkability, whereas 24.9% (Vancouver) to 27.5% (Montreal) lived in
neighbourhoods characterized by a low active living index. Between
37.2% (Montreal) to 39.3% (Vancouver) of the population of each city
lived in high NO2 postal codes, compared to 25.4% (Vancouver) to
29.1% (Toronto) in relatively low NO2 areas. Finally, almost half
(48.2%) of the city of Vancouver lived in postal codes characterised by
relatively low greenness compared to about 1 in 4 (22.4%) in areas of
relatively high greenness. In Toronto and Montreal, 43% and 38.2% of
individuals lived in low greenness postal codes, respectively, and 24.5%
and 24.9% lived in neighbourhoods of relatively high greenness, re-
spectively. Finally, between 0.6% (Montreal) and 1.8% (Toronto) of the
population lived in postal codes characterised by a cluster of favorable
factors (i.e. “sweet spot”), and between 2.1% (Montreal) and 4.3%
(Toronto) lived in postal codes characterised by three undesirable en-
vironmental factors.

4. Discussion

This study made use of nationally consistent metrics to show the
distribution and co-location of urban environmental attributes within

Fig. 3. “Sweet” and “sour spots” postal codes in the city of Vancouver.

Table 4
Prevalence of favorable and unfavorable environment postal codes*.

City total “Sweet
spot” n
(%)

“Sour
spot” n
(%)

High
walk.,
low
NO2

Low
walk.,
High
NO2

High
walk.,
high
green.

Low
walk.,
low
green.

Toronto 41 200
(100%)

782
(1.9)

1 653
(4.0)

3 552
(8.6)

3 685
(8.9)

2 537
(6.2)

2 576
(6.3)

Montreal 28 558
(100%)

182
(0.6)

558
(2.0)

514
(1.8)

1 260
(4.4)

1 345
(4.7)

680
(2.4)

Vancouver 14 181
(100%)

127
(0.9)

557
(3.9)

1054
(7.4)

1 125
(7.9)

445
(3.1)

837
(5.9)

* A “sweet spot” is defined as a postal code characterized by the highest
tertiles of walkability and greenness and lowest tertile of NO2. A “sour spot” is a
postal code characterized by low walkability, low greenness and high NO2.

Table 5
Population distribution by walkability, NO2, and greenness exposure tertiles and by “sweet” and “sour spots”.

City total Low walk. Low NO2 Low green High walk. High NO2 High green “Sweet spot” “Sour spot”

Population, n (%)
Toronto 2 698 574

(100%)
738 476
(27.4)

786 144
(29.1)

1 159 786
(43.0)

1 055 981
(39.1)

1 040 782
(38.6)

662 256
(24.5)

49 496 (1.8) 117 019 (4.3)

Montreal 1 687 560
(100%)

463 608 (27.5) 470 587
(27.9)

645 132
(38.2)

634 211
(37.6)

627 548
(37.2)

419 882
(24.9)

10 511
(0.6)

34 883
(2.1)

Vancouver 639 702
(100%)

159 470 (24.9) 162 209
(25.4)

308 210
(48.2)

300 413
(47.0)

251 373
(39.3)

142 993
(22.4)

6178
(1.0)

24 864 (3.9)
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three large Canadian cities. We showed how greenness, air pollution,
and walkability are distributed across levels of socio-economic depri-
vation, which allowed us to identify patterns of environmental inequity
in each city. We were also able to identify clusters of favourable or
unfavourable environmental characteristics by overlaying urban en-
vironmental factors. Finally, population counts from Canadian Census
were used to estimate the proportion of each city’s total population
experiencing high vs. low levels of each exposure.

In all three cities, high walkability was more common in least de-
prived areas and less prevalent in highly deprived areas. We also gen-
erally saw a greater prevalence of postal codes with relatively high
greenness indices and low NO2 in areas with low deprivation, and a
lower greenness prevalence and higher NO2 concentrations in highly
deprived areas, suggesting environmental inequity is occurring.

The most materially deprived areas of Toronto, Montreal and
Vancouver were around half as likely to be highly walkable, whereas
high walkability was between 68% and 114% more prevalent in the
least deprived postal codes. Past studies have suggested SES can modify
the relationship between walkability and health. A study of Toronto
residents showed the incidence rate of diabetes was two times higher in
low- vs. high-income areas at all levels of walkability but that amongst
recent immigrants, coexisting low-income and low-walkability led to
threefold higher diabetes incidence relative to individuals living in
high-income, high walkability areas(Booth et al. 2013).

Persons living in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver neighbourhoods
of high deprivation were also about half as likely to be surrounded by
high greenness, relative to city-wide high greenness prevalence. Studies
of Canadian populations have shown that exposure to vegetation, or
“greenness”, is associated with a number of health benefits including
increased levels of physical activity(McMorris et al. 2015), beneficial
birth outcomes(Hystad et al. 2014), and a lower risk of non-accidental
mortality from different causes(Crouse et al. 2017; Villeneuve et al.
2012). Results from our analyses suggest that such co-benefits of
greenness exposure might be disproportionately experienced across
different socio-economic status (SES) levels. Our results should also be
considered with regard to the role of vegetation in alleviating the im-
pacts of climate change in large cities. Overall, current climate sce-
narios show that Canadian urban centres will experience at least four
times as many +30 °C days per year and longer extreme heat events by
2051–2080(Prairie Climate Centre 2019). Given that urban vegetation
has been shown to mitigate urban heat(Ziter et al. 2019), the greenness
inequity observed in our study could amplify the impact of an in-
creasing number and length of extreme heat events in materially de-
prived populations.

The most deprived areas of Toronto and Vancouver had a 38% and
23% higher prevalence of high NO2, respectively, compared to city-
wide prevalence, while prevalence of high NO2 in materially deprived
postal codes of Montreal were similar to city-wide prevalence. Positive
associations between indicators of neighbourhood-level social and
material deprivation and NO2 air pollution concentrations have been
reported for adults and children in similar studies of Toronto, Montreal
and Vancouver(Pinault et al. 2016a; Pinault et al. 2016b).

The relationship between deprivation and environmental exposures
was not always monotonic. For example, low deprivation areas had an
82% higher prevalence of low greenness in Vancouver, and a 26%
higher prevalence of high NO2 concentrations in Montreal, compared to
city-wide prevalence. This suggests that while some environmental
justice patterns seen in our study may be generalizable to similar cities
in Canada and internationally (e.g. high deprivation and greenness),
deprivation-exposure relationships require careful consideration of
local context(Crouse et al. 2009).

The “sweet” and “sour spot” analyses conducted in our study showed
that relatively few postal codes were simultaneously characterized by
desirable or undesirable walkability, NO2 and greenness tertiles. Only
127 (0.9%), 182 (0.6%) and 782 (1.9%) postal codes had a cluster of
desirable urban environmental factors (i.e. “sweet spots”) in Vancouver,

Montreal, and Toronto, respectively. A slightly higher number of postal
codes were considered “sour spots” in each city; 557 (3.9%) in
Vancouver, 558 (1.8%) in Montreal, and 1 653 (4.0%) in Toronto.
When compared to findings from Marshall et al.(Marshall et al. 2009) in
Vancouver, Canada, we found slightly larger proportions of postal
codes with clusters of desirable or undesirable tertiles of walkability
and traffic-related air pollution (i.e. NO2). In the previous study of the
Vancouver Census Metropolitan Area, 3.6% of postal codes were
characterized by high walkability yet low traffic-related air pollution
(Marshall et al. 2009). In our study, such desirable locations made up
7.4% of postal codes of the Vancouver municipality. The frequency of
postal codes in Vancouver with a cluster of undesirable environmental
factors (i.e. low walkability and high traffic-related air pollution) were
also slightly higher for our study (7.9% vs 6.8%). Cowie and colleagues
also found smaller percentages of Census Collection Districts (CCDs) in
the city of Sydney, Australia characterized by desirable (4.2%) and
undesirable (4.5%) walkability and traffic air pollution tertiles (Cowie
et al. 2016), relative to our results for the cities of Vancouver and
Toronto. The discrepancy between the present study and past in-
vestigations could be due to a number of factors, notably their different
geographical coverage (CMA vs. municipality) and the different ex-
posure estimation methods used in each study. Finally, linking ex-
posures to Canadian Census data allowed estimating the number of
individuals living in postal codes at either ends of exposure distribu-
tions. Results show that a larger proportion of individuals in Canada’s 3
largest cities live in areas of high- vs. low walkability and NO2, and low-
compared to high greenness exposure. We also saw that between two
and four times more individuals live in “sour spot” compared to “sweet
spot” postal codes in each city.

Spatial analyses of multiple standardized urban environmental
factors such as the ones presented in this study can help refine muni-
cipal investments and policy priorities. For example, identification of
postal codes characterized as “sour spots” provides an opportunity for
targeted urban interventions. Accordingly, “sour spots” postal codes
could be given priority for initiatives such as urban tree planting, ex-
panding natural areas, traffic calming measures, and enhancing street
connectivity and land use mix in order to help reduce air pollution,
increase greenness and/or provide opportunities for active living. That
said, the small proportion of postal codes characterized by a confluence
of health-promoting environmental characteristics found in our study
highlights the need for additional efforts to implement holistic urban
planning measures that reduce air pollution and increase walkability
and greenness exposure throughout each city. Our results also highlight
the importance of considering environmental inequity in city planning
and urban public health decision-making. The potential for unequal
health impacts of environmental exposures is the result of at least two
pathways: differential levels of, and/or susceptibilities to, exposures
(Lipfert 2004). While we generally observed higher levels of air pol-
lution and lower exposure to vegetation in more deprived neighbour-
hoods, past studies have also shown that low-SES individuals are also
more susceptible to the health effects of air pollutant exposure(Doiron
et al. 2017; Sacks et al. 2011), low walkability(Booth et al. 2013) or
greenness exposure(de Keijzer et al. 2017; James et al. 2015). Resources
to improve health-relevant built environment factors could therefore
also be prioritized in urban areas affected by the “double-burden” of
socioeconomic deprivation and unfavorable levels of environmental
exposures. Figs. 4, 5 and 6 illustrate the intersections of SES, air pol-
lution and greenness and show the usefulness of mapping tools to guide
targeted interventions that improve urban environmental conditions of
vulnerable populations.

A few limitations and recommendations for future research should
be noted. First, the metrics employed in this study are but one way of
quantifying urban environmental exposures. For example, different
models have been used to estimate air pollution concentrations, each
with their respective advantages, drawbacks and varying levels of ac-
curacy(Jerrett et al. 2004). Moreover, the satellite-derived greenness
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metrics used in this study do not allow assessing the type or quality of
green spaces, which might be more useful to assess health benefits of
greenness exposure and to provide more actionable evidence for urban
planning interventions(Nieuwenhuijsen et al. 2017). Although satellite-
based greenness metrics used in our study have been related to the
health and health behaviours of Canadian(Hystad et al. 2014; McMorris
et al. 2015), additional work is needed to derive national greenness
datasets that may better discriminate between different types of green
spaces relevant to specific health relationships. Second, we gave
greenness, walkability and NO2 air pollution exposures equal weight in
calculating “sweet” and “sour spots”, which is not necessarily desirable.
Additional research is needed to determine appropriate weightings to
attribute to different built environment factors based on a range of
health outcomes when developing environmental indices or risk scores.
This work should also carefully consider how interactions and re-
lationships between exposures may differ for different health outcomes
(e.g. cardiovascular disease vs. dementia) and populations (e.g. chil-
dren vs adults). Third, inclusion of other urban environmental factors
beyond those used in our analyses could have provided a more com-
prehensive picture of the health-relevant built environment character-
istics in each city. Additional exposures to consider in future studies
include noise pollution, weather and climate variables, food environ-
ments, and other air pollutants (e.g. diesel exhaust, ozone, ultra-fine
particles). Fourth, our study areas excluded suburban zones under the
governance of different municipal administrations, which would typi-
cally have higher greenness indices, lower walkability scores and lower
NO2 concentrations. While this reduces the “range” of urban exposures

and attributes, limiting analyses to areas managed by a single municipal
government can facilitate the implementation of targeted interventions
by local policy makers. Fifth, environmental attributes and deprivation
metrics were originally developed at different geographic scales. As
with other environmental and public health research making use of
administrative boundaries, the modifiable area unit problem may be a
limitation. However, the use of alternative administrative boundaries in
health inequalities research have not shown substantive effects on study
results(Stafford et al. 2008). Lastly, results in our study were relative to
conditions within each city so absolute levels of each exposure were not
compared. This being said, the mean and distribution of each exposure
was comparable across cities. Furthermore, using local exposure gra-
dients (i.e. within-city comparisons) provides valuable information for
municipal decision-making.

Replicating analyses such as the ones presented in this study across
multiple cities would provide a means to reliably benchmark munici-
palities and track patterns in urban environmental risks. While many
urban health indicator tools exist, standardization of methodology and
metrics is lacking, leading to substantial duplication of efforts and
limited comparability(Pineo et al. 2018). Standardizing data across
larger areas and over time would also facilitate comparisons of urban
environmental risks across populations, leverage cross-jurisdictional
and natural experiment studies, and allow time trend analyses to be
conducted. This being said, data standardization is indeed a difficult
endeavour. The advent of highly resolved satellite, aerial and street
level imagery, and the applications of machine learning techniques to
large environmental datasets are, however, opening new avenues for

Fig. 4. Intersection between material deprivation, greenness and NO2 in the city of Toronto.
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environmental health research(Apte et al. 2017; European Space
Agency 2018; Larkin and Hystad 2019; Weichenthal et al. 2019). Such
technologies have the potential to generate health-relevant datasets of
small-scale variations in environmental exposures over large areas and
over time. Finally, epidemiological analyses that include multiple urban
factors are needed to tease out the health impacts of interacting ex-
posures (Brauer and Hystad, 2014; Rugel and Brauer, 2020). Standar-
dized metrics with broader spatial and temporal coverage would help
answer this research gap.

5. Conclusion

There is a need to move towards a systematic approach to under-
standing the health impacts of co-occurring urban environmental fac-
tors for healthy urban planning(Vardoulakis et al. 2016). The standar-
dized exposure data and methods employed in this manuscript illustrate
the value of new tools that can help meet this need. Environmental
exposures presented herein as well as other urban factors are freely
available for research purposes via the CANUE data portal (www.
canuedata.ca). Urban planners, policy makers and public health pro-
fessionals should leverage such datasets when developing new policies
and interventions. As we have shown, they allow exploring how mul-
tiple urban factors intersect with each other and with neighbourhood
SES and provide an effective way to identify areas in most need of
improvements. Employing a consistent analytical approach with stan-
dardized data could ultimately help shape appropriate planning and
policy decisions that address urban environmental health risks.
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