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Abstract 

Rapid urbanisation — with 68% of the global population projected to reside in cities by 2050 — intensifies urban heat island 

(UHI) effects, stormwater flooding, air pollution, and health inequity, particularly in the Global South where infrastructure 

deficits intersect with climate vulnerability. Green infrastructure (GI), defined as strategically planned networks of natural 

and semi-natural systems including urban forests, green roofs, bioswales, constructed wetlands, and community parks, 

represents a multifunctional adaptation strategy capable of simultaneously addressing ecological, public health, economic, 

and social equity objectives. This multidisciplinary study integrates remote sensing analysis, epidemiological modelling, 

cost-benefit assessment, and environmental justice mapping across 22 cities in Asia, Africa, and Europe (combined 

population 87 million) to quantify GI performance across these dimensions. Thermal remote sensing analysis (Landsat 8 

OLI/TIRS, 2015–2024) confirms a significant inverse linear relationship between green cover percentage and mean surface 

temperature (r = −0.91, β =−0.38°C per 1% green cover). Epidemiological analysis of 14 years of heat-related hospital 

admission data (n = 224,000 admissions) reveals that a 10-point increase in the Green Infrastructure Index reduces heat-

related admissions by 31 per 100,000 population (β =−3.10, p < 0.001). Benefit-cost ratios for GI interventions range from 

2.8x (cool pavements) to 3.6x (urban forestry) over a 20-year appraisal horizon. Environmental justice analysis reveals a 

systematic inverse correlation between neighbourhood income quartile and GI access (12% vs 54% for lowest vs highest 

income quartile), with a corresponding UHI intensity gap of 3.2°C. These findings provide a quantitative basis for integrated 

GI policy frameworks that simultaneously advance climate resilience, public health, economic efficiency, and spatial equity. 

Keywords: urban green infrastructure, urban heat island, climate adaptation, environmental justice, public health, 
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1. Introduction 

The urban heat island (UHI) effect — the phenomenon whereby urban surfaces absorb and retain solar radiation more 

intensively than surrounding rural areas, producing mean temperature differentials of 1–5°C and nocturnal extremes exceeding 

8°C — is among the most well-documented consequences of unplanned urbanisation. Its drivers are structural: the replacement 

of vegetation and permeable soils with impervious asphalt, concrete, and roofing materials reduces evapotranspiration (the 

primary cooling mechanism of natural surfaces) while increasing heat absorption and storage. In a world where cities generate 

approximately 75% of global CO₂ emissions and house an increasing share of the world’s most climate-vulnerable populations, 

addressing the UHI is simultaneously a climate mitigation, adaptation, and social justice imperative. 

Green infrastructure offers a systems response to this structural challenge. Unlike grey infrastructure — air conditioning, 

reflective coatings, mechanical stormwater systems — GI generates co-benefits across ecological, hydrological, economic, and 

social domains simultaneously. A single urban tree, for instance, provides shade cooling (reducing adjacent surface 

temperatures by up to 20°C), intercepts rainfall (absorbing 150–250 litres per storm event), sequesters carbon (30–48 kg CO₂ 

per year), provides habitat for urban biodiversity, reduces air pollutant concentrations through foliar deposition, and contributes 

to neighbourhood aesthetic value and mental health outcomes. No grey infrastructure alternative provides this convergence of 

benefits at comparable cost. 
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Despite this evidence, GI planning remains fragmented across disciplinary silos: ecologists quantify biodiversity co-

benefits, engineers model hydrological performance, economists calculate benefit-cost ratios, and planners negotiate land use 

allocations — rarely in integrated frameworks. More critically, the spatial distribution of GI investment is systematically 

inequitable: wealthier neighbourhoods command greater tree canopy cover, larger parks, and better maintained green spaces, 

amplifying the health burdens borne by low-income communities who are both most exposed to UHI effects and least buffered 

by adaptive resources. This paper assembles the multidisciplinary evidence base required for integrated, equity-centred GI 

planning. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1 Study Cities and Remote Sensing Analysis 

Twenty-two cities across three continents were selected to represent a range of climatic contexts (tropical, subtropical, 

Mediterranean, and temperate), income levels (low-, middle-, and high-income), and urbanisation trajectories. Thermal remote 

sensing analysis was conducted using Google Earth Engine, processing 11,340 Landsat 8 OLI/TIRS scenes (2015–2024) to 

derive Land Surface Temperature (LST) and Normalised Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) at 30m spatial resolution. UHI 

intensity was calculated as the difference between urban core LST and rural reference LST, averaged across summer months 

(May–September in the Northern Hemisphere; November–March in the Southern Hemisphere) to account for seasonal 

variation. The Green Infrastructure Index (GII) was constructed as a composite of NDVI-derived green cover fraction (weight 

0.4), per-capita public green space (weight 0.3), and green roof/wall coverage (weight 0.3), normalised to a 0–100 scale. 

2.2 Epidemiological Analysis 

Heat-related hospital admission data for 2010–2024 were obtained from national health information systems in the eight 

countries represented by the study cities, subject to data sharing agreements approved by the respective national ethics bodies. 

Admissions were classified using ICD-10 codes T67.0–T67.9 (heat stroke, heat exhaustion, and allied conditions). Negative 

binomial regression was used to model admission rates as a function of the GII, controlling for mean summer temperature, 

population density, age structure (proportion aged ≥65), deprivation index, and city fixed effects. All analyses were conducted 

in R 4.3.1 using the MASS and lme4 packages. 

2.3 Cost-Benefit Framework 

Cost-benefit analysis followed HM Treasury Green Book (2022 revision) methodology, using a 3.5% social discount rate 

and a 20-year appraisal horizon. Benefits quantified included: avoided health costs (hospitalisation, productivity loss, premature 

mortality valued at statistical life), reduced energy costs (air conditioning demand reduction), stormwater management savings 

(avoided grey infrastructure), property value uplift, carbon sequestration (valued at USD 85/tCO₂ per IPCC AR6 central 

estimate), and biodiversity co-benefits (habitat value per TEEB framework). Costs included capital installation, maintenance, 

irrigation, and opportunity cost of land. Monte Carlo sensitivity analysis (n = 10,000 iterations) characterised uncertainty in 

BCR estimates. 

2.4 Environmental Justice Mapping 

Income quartile delineations were derived from census data at the sub-city administrative unit level. GI access was 

operationalised as the combined metric of green cover within 400m walking distance, per-capita public park area, and street 

tree density — consistent with the 3-30-300 rule (3 trees visible from home; 30% canopy cover at neighbourhood level; 300m 

maximum distance to green space) proposed by Lafortezza et al. (2018). Spatial correlation between income quartile and GII 

was tested using Moran’s I statistic to account for spatial autocorrelation. 

3. Results 

3.1 Urban Heat Island Characterisation and Land Use Dynamics 
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Figure 1 presents the UHI thermal gradient, the green cover–surface temperature relationship, and land use transition 

analysis across the study cities. 

 

Fig. 1. (A) Urban Heat Island Intensity by Urban Zone (relative to rural reference); (B) Green Cover Percentage vs Mean 

Surface Temperature across 40 sub-city zones (r = −0.91); (C) Land Use Transition 2000–2030 showing declining 

vegetation and expanding impervious surfaces. 

Panel A reveals a consistent thermal gradient across urban zones, with the urban core recording a mean UHI intensity of 

4.8°C above the rural reference, declining progressively to 0.6°C in peri-urban green zones. This gradient is steepest between 

the commercial district and residential low-rise zones (1.2°C decline) — a finding consistent with the dominant role of 

commercial surface heat storage in UHI generation. Panel B confirms the strong inverse linear relationship between green 

cover and surface temperature (r = −0.91; β =−0.38°C per 1% green cover), implying that a 10 percentage-point increase in 

green cover is associated with 3.8°C mean surface cooling — a relationship of direct practical relevance to urban planning 

targets. Panel C’s land use trajectory analysis reveals that impervious surface coverage has increased from 38% to an estimated 

59% across the study cities between 2000 and 2030, while tree canopy cover has contracted from 18% to a projected 10%. 

These trends, if uninterrupted, imply continued UHI intensification and a structural increase in the climate vulnerability of 

urban populations. 

3.2 Public Health and Economic Performance of Green Infrastructure 

Figure 2 presents the epidemiological evidence linking GI to heat-health outcomes and the cost-benefit analysis across five 

GI intervention types. 

 

Fig. 2. (A) Green Infrastructure Index vs Heat-Related Hospital Admissions per 100,000 Population (β =−3.10, p < 0.001); 

(B) Cost-Benefit Analysis of Green Infrastructure Interventions: Implementation Cost vs 20-Year Net Benefit with Benefit-

Cost Ratios. 
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Panel A confirms a significant inverse relationship between GII and heat-related hospital admissions (β =−3.10, p < 0.001), 

implying that a 10-point improvement in the GII reduces admissions by approximately 31 per 100,000 population per year. 

Extrapolated across the 87 million residents of the study cities, this relationship implies that achieving a GII improvement of 

20 points across all cities would prevent approximately 53,940 heat-related admissions annually — at an estimated avoided 

health system cost of USD 430 million per year. These figures almost certainly represent underestimates, as they exclude 

mortality avoided, emergency department visits not resulting in admission, and productivity losses from heat-related morbidity 

below the admission threshold. 

Panel B’s cost-benefit analysis confirms that all five GI intervention types generate positive returns over the 20-year 

appraisal horizon, with BCRs ranging from 2.8x (cool pavements) to 3.6x (urban forestry). Urban forestry’s leading BCR 

reflects the breadth of its co-benefit stream — cooling, stormwater, carbon, biodiversity, and health — relative to its capital 

and maintenance costs. Bioswales and wetlands deliver the highest runoff reduction (35%) at the lowest capital cost, confirming 

their particular value in cities facing combined stormwater and urban heat challenges. 

Table 1. Multi-Criteria Performance Summary of Green Infrastructure Intervention Types 

GI Intervention 
Cost (M 

USD) 

20-yr Benefit 

(M USD) 
BCR 

Temp. 

Reduction 

Runoff 

Reduction 
Overall 

Urban Forestry 2.4 8.7 3.6x −1.8°C −28% ★★★★★ 

Green Roofs 3.8 11.2 2.9x −1.2°C −19% ★★★★☆ 

Bioswales/Wetlands 1.9 6.3 3.3x −0.8°C −35% ★★★★☆ 

Cool Pavements 2.1 5.9 2.8x −1.5°C −12% ★★★☆☆ 

Community Parks 3.2 9.4 2.9x −2.1°C −22% ★★★★★ 

BCR = Benefit-Cost Ratio over 20-year horizon at 3.5% social discount rate. Runoff reduction expressed relative to pre-

intervention baseline. Overall score reflects composite index across all criteria. 

3.3 Climate Resilience and Environmental Justice 

Figure 3 presents stormwater performance modelling and the environmental justice analysis by income quartile. 

 

Fig. 3. (A) Stormwater Runoff Volume and Peak Flow Rate Reduction as a Function of Green Infrastructure Cover (%); (B) 

Green Infrastructure Access and Urban Heat Island Intensity by Income Quartile, with Equity Target. 

Panel A’s stormwater analysis demonstrates that GI coverage of 20% reduces runoff volume by 35% and peak flow by 

42% relative to the fully impervious baseline — performance that, at 30% coverage, approaches the retention capacity of pre-

development natural catchments (runoff volume: −52%; peak flow: −60%). The divergence between runoff volume and peak 
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flow reduction curves confirms that GI is disproportionately effective at attenuating flood peaks — the hydrological 

characteristic most directly linked to urban flooding events and combined sewer overflow. This peak-attenuation performance 

is particularly valuable in tropical and subtropical cities where convective rainfall intensity is high. 

Panel B’s environmental justice analysis reveals a stark inverse gradient: the lowest income quartile accesses only 12% GI 

coverage, compared to 54% in the highest quartile — a fourfold disparity that corresponds to a 3.2°C UHI intensity differential. 

The equity target (35–38% GI access across all quartiles) would require substantially larger GI investment in low-income 

neighbourhoods, where land tenure complexity, lower property values, and historical disinvestment have combined to produce 

GI deficits. The Moran’s I spatial autocorrelation analysis confirms significant clustering of both low GI access (I = 0.68, 

p < 0.001) and high UHI intensity (I = 0.72, p < 0.001) in low-income neighbourhoods, ruling out spatial randomness in the 

equity patterns observed. 

4. Discussion 

The convergent evidence from four analytical domains — remote sensing, epidemiology, economics, and spatial justice 

— establishes a compelling multidisciplinary case for systemic investment in urban green infrastructure. The thermal dose-

response relationship identified in Panel 1B (0.38°C cooling per 1% green cover increment) provides urban planners with an 

actionable design parameter: to reduce urban core UHI intensity by 2°C — a threshold associated with meaningful reduction 

in heat mortality risk — requires a 5.3 percentage-point increase in green cover, achievable through a combination of street 

tree planting, green roof mandates, and park expansion that most cities could implement within a single mayoral term with 

appropriate policy commitment. 

The BCR analysis (Figure 2B) provides the economic rationale for this investment. The average BCR of 3.1x across all 

GI types implies that every dollar invested in green infrastructure returns three dollars in measurable social, environmental, 

and economic benefit over 20 years — a return that substantially exceeds the typical BCR of 1.5–2.0x for grey infrastructure 

alternatives such as mechanical cooling or conventional stormwater pipes. This finding aligns with the growing body of natural 

capital accounting literature that documents systematic undervaluation of ecosystem services in urban investment appraisal, 

and supports the case for incorporating GI into national infrastructure spending frameworks. 

The environmental justice findings (Figure 3B) constitute perhaps the most urgent policy implication of this study. The 

3.2°C UHI intensity gap between highest and lowest income neighbourhoods, combined with the well-established relationship 

between high temperatures and cardiovascular, respiratory, and mental health morbidity, translates into a direct, spatially 

concentrated health burden imposed on those already least able to buffer its impacts through air conditioning, flexible work 

arrangements, or access to cooled public spaces. The systematic clustering confirmed by Moran’s I rules out coincidence and 

implicates decades of planning decisions, infrastructure investment patterns, and land market dynamics as proximate causes. 

Addressing this requires not just more GI investment overall, but affirmatively directing a disproportionate share to historically 

underserved neighbourhoods — an equity-weighted allocation principle not yet institutionalised in any of the cities studied. 

The study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the GII is a composite metric whose weights, while 

derived from expert elicitation, involve normative judgements that may not transfer across all cultural and biophysical contexts. 

Second, the epidemiological analysis cannot fully disentangle the health effects of GI from correlated neighbourhood 

characteristics (income, housing quality, access to healthcare) despite the use of deprivation controls and city fixed effects. 

Third, the 20-year BCR appraisal horizon, while standard for infrastructure economics, may undervalue long-lived GI assets 

such as urban forests whose co-benefit streams intensify as trees mature over 50–100 years. 

5. Conclusion 

This multidisciplinary study provides quantitative confirmation that urban green infrastructure delivers measurable, cost-

effective, and multidimensional benefits across ecological cooling (0.38°C per 1% green cover), public health (31 fewer heat-

related admissions per 100,000 per 10-point GII improvement), economic efficiency (BCRs of 2.8–3.6x over 20 years), and 

stormwater resilience (52% runoff volume reduction at 30% GI cover). These findings are robust across diverse city contexts 

spanning three continents and multiple climatic regimes. 
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The study additionally confirms a persistent and spatially clustered GI equity deficit: low-income neighbourhoods bear a 

3.2°C higher UHI burden while accessing one-quarter the green infrastructure of high-income neighbourhoods. Closing this 

gap requires equity-weighted GI investment allocation, supported by mandatory social equity impact assessments in urban 

planning processes and green infrastructure standards that specify minimum GI provision thresholds by neighbourhood income 

decile. 

For practitioners, the 3-30-300 framework (3 visible trees, 30% canopy cover, 300m park access) provides an actionable 

equity benchmark, while the BCR evidence base supports inclusion of GI in infrastructure appraisal at parity with grey 

alternatives. For researchers, longitudinal cohort studies linking individual-level GI exposure to health outcomes, and refined 

natural capital accounting methodologies that capture the full intergenerational benefit stream of urban forests, represent the 

most important knowledge gaps. For policymakers, the integration of GI mandates into national climate adaptation plans, urban 

heat action plans, and public health frameworks — currently treated as distinct policy domains in most jurisdictions — is the 

structural reform most likely to unlock the full multidisciplinary potential of urban green infrastructure. 
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