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Why Look At Health
When Assessing & Designing

The Built Environment?





Some are obvious…

• USC study: children living near

busy highways have significant

impairments in the

development of their lungs that

can lead to respiratory

problems for the rest of their

lives

• When local governments are

planning new schools and new

housing developments, "this

should be taken into account."

Source: Rick Loomis / LAT , March 7, 2006

LA TIMES: Freeways' tainted air harms children's lungs, experts say (1/25/2007)

http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-sci-lungs26jan26,1,4092284.story

Some are obvious…



……and others are less obvious

Source: http://flickr.com/photos/65336808@N00/313715885/

Source: Sacramento Bee/Kevin German

Sacramento Bee: Vendors of fast fare vastly outstrip healthier food stores,

and obesity rates reflect it (1/19/07)

• CCPHA Study: CA had more than four times as many fast-food restaurants and convenience

stores as supermarkets and produce vendors.



Source: http://flickr.com/photos/rikajenzhomekitchen/164156995/
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The links between Land Use and Public Health

The 1901 TenementThe 1901 Tenement
House Act (NYC)House Act (NYC)

  In all now existing tenement
houses, all…privy vaults…
shall be completely
removed... [and] replaced
by individual water-closets
of durable non-absorbent
material, properly sewer
connected.

San Francisco, 1866San Francisco, 1866
[Pursuant to authority granted by

the State, the City and County of

San Francisco orders] No

person shall establish…

pursue…maintain, or carry on

any…business …prejudicial to

the public health…

The links between Land Use & the Public’s Health



The links between Land Use and Public Health

• The problems with which

we are confronted now are

chronic disease issues,

rather than the infectious

diseases early land use

regulations sought to

address

The links between Land Use & the Public’s Health



Obesity Trends* Among U.S. Adults
BRFSS, 1990, 1995, 2005

(*BMI 30, or about 30 lbs overweight for 5’4” person)

1995

2005

1990

No Data          <10%           10%–14%     15%–19%           20%–24%          25%–29%           30%



The pathway of disease causation
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The pathway of disease causation



The Challenge

Park Hills Photovoice project

The Challenge



Lack of reliable public transportation…







www.pedbikeimages.org/ Dan Burden



Development of Open Space and Agricultural Land



Lack of Public Gathering Places



Park Hills Thriving Communities



Expanding Store Footprint

Source: w
olfstad.com





General Plans

• “The constitution for future development”

• Long-term policy guide for the physical,
economic, and environmental growth and
renewal of the jurisdiction

• Statement of development policies

• Broadly stated objectives, principles,
standards

• All land use decisions must derive from
GP

• Covers 10-30 year time period



General Plans

• The State of California requires General Plans
have seven elements:
• Land Use

• Circulation (roads & transportation)

• Housing

• Conservation

• Open Space

• Noise

• Safety

• Additional elements are permitted



General Plans

• The state requires
that General Plans
be comprehensive

• Increasingly,
California
communities are
interpreting this
requirement to
include addressing
health



General Plans



What’s Happening in California?

LOTS!!



General Plans

  Increasingly, California jurisdictions require that a representative
from the public health profession participate in any planning
processes (For example: a designated seat on a General Plan
Advisory Committee, the Planning Commission, or a Design
Review Committee). According to the Governor’s Office of
Planning & Research, as of 2007 the following communities have
such a requirement:

  Alpine County National City

  Brawley San Bernardino County

  East Palo Alto  Santa Clara County

  Fort Bragg  Santa Fe Springs

  Lindsey  South Lake Tahoe

  Madera County Twentynine Palms

  Merced County Ukiah

  Mono County 

Source: 2007 Book of Lists, OPR



General Plans

• Around the state:

• Chula Vista, Benicia, Marin County, and Watsonville have all put
health language in their general plans

• Chino and Richmond are creating a separate general plan element
that will focus on health…South Gate may also do so

• Contra Costa County passed a Board Order to form an Ad Hoc
Committee on Smart Growth (Community Development, Public
Works, Health Services Depts)



Chino

•Healthy Chino  The Healthy Chino Element
will include goals and policies that ensure
that Chino residents live in a safe and
healthy environment. Topics to be
addressed include physical activity, nutrition,
walkability, public safety, and civic
participation.



A. Healthy Community:

1. Dimensions Of Optimal Health

  A comprehensive definition of a healthy community is described by the
following categories:

• Physical environment. This category focuses on… fitness… Specific
issues include…parks and open space [and] streets…. 

• Social environment.

• Emotional Health.

• Intellectual Environment

• Spiritual

2. Healthy Community Goals, Policies, And Programs

Goal 4.1: Make community health and safety a high priority for Benicia.

Policy 4.1.1: Strive to protect and enhance the safety and health of
Benicians when making planning and policy decisions.

Policy 4.1.3: All City departments should attempt to address the
underlying causes of health, social, and safety issues.

Program 4.1.B: Promote measurable health goals and work with health-
related agencies to monitor their implementation.

Benicia: 2003 Community Health and Safety Element



Watsonville General Plan

• Land Use:
• Policy 3.5.2   Promote healthy neighborhoods and community by

encouraging neighborhood convenience stores to carry healthy food such
as fresh fruits and vegetables.

• Implementation 3.5.21   Condition neighborhood markets  (convenience
stores) at the time of development review to incorporate the sale of fresh
fruits and vegetables.

• Transportation:
• Performance Goal: Increase per capita trips using transit, bicycles, battery

powered carts, or on foot.
• Pedestrian Transportation: The definition of pedestrian facilities has

expanded to encompass the comfort, attractiveness, and safety of the
pedestrian environment.

• Policy 6.3.2.14   Transit Access to Community Services. …Ensure that the
public transportation system (Bus Routes) provides adequate access to
important community services, such as grocery stores.



Watsonville, con’t.

• A Diverse Population:
• Goals, Policies and Implementation Measures City Programs for a Diverse Population

• The City shall work with various organizations to …promote additional exercise programs
to enhance well being of area residents.

•  Goal 10.4  Promote Health, Wellness, and Safety Enhance the quality of life for City
residents by promoting health, wellness, and safety through programs and services which
increase … physical activity

• Policy 10.4.1  The City shall provide opportunities and programs that promote the physical
and emotional health and safety of residents.

• Implementation 10.4.11   Health and Wellness. The City shall provide various recreation
programs and after school programs that offer physical activity options and
promote…physical activity, and that reflect the interest and diversity of residents, children,
youth, seniors, adults and families.



Chula Vista: Land Use and Transportation Element

• Encourage the development of parks and open space, as
well as pedestrian walkways for physical activity in all
neighborhoods

• Provide adequate lighting for streets; parks; recreation
facilities; sidewalks; and bike paths to promote their use

• Promote access to healthy food through such opportunities
as farmers’ markets



Marin County

The Draft Updated General Plan Includes a new Socioeconomic
Element, which includes a section on Public Health:

   4.11 Public Health Background: Health is influenced by many
factors outside the healthcare system. These factors, known as
determinants of health, include social and physical
environments, lifestyle, behavior, and genetics… Successful
efforts to address the determinants of health require a public
health approach.

At its core, public health is about prevention and creating social,
economic, and environmental conditions that support health.

Any effort to improve the health of a community must be part of
comprehensive efforts that include policies, programs, and
organizational practices.



Marin County con’t.

Policies:
PH-1.2   Promote Physical Activity. Increase

opportunities for and interest in safe and pleasant
physical activity.

Implementing Programs:
 PH-1.a Support land use policies, zoning, and

conditional use permit regulations to control the
location and density of food and physical activity
choices, including sidewalks, safe routes to schools,
parks, gardens, etc., to promote healthier
communities.



Richmond: Health Element (in progress)



Closing Thoughts

• These ideas are not new -
it’s “back to the future”

• Good land use policies
provide the foundation for
environments that allow
people to make healthier
choices

• Health arguments may be
more persuasive than
planning arguments for
some officials and
members of the public

www.picturesmartgrowth.org



What kind of community do you want to create?


