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ñThe principal role of public health is 
to get to the table and raise health 
concerns as a priority issue in the 
land use and transportation 
planning process.ò

NACCHO Focus Group Report, 2002
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Determinants of the Built Environment

ÅLand Use Planning

ÅTraffic Engineering

ÅRegional Transportation Planning
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Land Use Planning
ÅHow communities decide what 

gets built where and what it 
looks like

ÅLocal government level

SHCC

Å HI Land Use Commission, 
planning dept., planning 
commission, elected officials, 
neighborhood planning groups 

Å Key policies & processes:
Å General plan

Å Area Specific & Redevelopment plans

Å Zoning

Å Development Review

Å Subdivision Plans

Å Bike and Pedestrian Master Plans



Traffic Engineering
ÅDesigns, standards and 

processes for traffic 
operations, facilities and 
safety (streets, sidewalks)

ÅLocal government level 
(guided by natl. standards)

ÅPublic works/traffic 
engineering department

ÅKey policies & processes:
Å Street design standards

Å Capital Improvement projects

Å Traffic calming protocols

Å Maintenance programs
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Regional Transportation 
Planning

ÅHow regions decide what types 
of transportation systems are 
built and/or improved

ÅFederal, state & regional level

ÅOMPO, County Public Works

ÅKey policies & processes:

ÅRegional Transportation Plan

ÅRegional Comprehensive Plan

ÅDesign guidelines and 
incentive programs
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Top Nine Strategic Points for Public 
Health Intervention

1. General Plan

2. Zoning

3. Regional Transportation Plan

4. Regional Comprehensive Plan

5. MPO/RTPA

6. Street Design Standards & Policies

7. Area Specific & Redevelopment Plans

8. Development Projects

9. Retrofit Existing Streets
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The General Plan

ÅState law requires one of all cities & counties

ÅThe ñblueprintò and vision for future development (& 
redevelopment), but not very specific

ÅServes as basis for land use decisions by local 
legislative body

ÅIncludes seven elements: Land Use, Circulation, 
Housing, Conservation, Open-Space, Noise, Safety

ÅMajor overhaul every 10-15 years; minor changes 
more often

ÅApproved by City Council or County Board of 
Supervisors
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Strategic Intervention #1 
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Why intervene here?

ÅPublic health goals are usually implied but not 
explicitly stated

ÅñHealthò defined very narrowly

ÅOpportunity to shift overarching land use 
policy and vision of a city/county towards 
Smart Growth/walkable communities

ÅLays foundation for changing other policies, 
practices to support healthy community 
design
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What can Public Health do?

ÅPromote Smart Growth 
vision and strategies

ÅIntegrate ñpublic 
healthò as a goal and 
as a rationale for key 
policies

ÅEngage marginalized 
communities
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ÅHealth & Transportation 
departments collaborated

ÅCommissioned study on 
health/transportation links

ÅThe first Comprehensive 
Plan with physical 
activity/health as a goal 
and policies in the Urban 
Form and Transportation 
Elements

ÅCities of Chino, Benecia, 
Chula Vista and more!
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Seattle, Washington

Health as a General Plan goal 
in King County, WA
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ñKing County supports land use and zoning actions 

that promote public health by increasing opportunities 

for every resident to be more physically active. Land 

use and zoning actions include: concentrating growth 

into the Urban Area, promoting urban centers, 

allowing mixed-use developments, and adding 

pedestrian linkages.ò U-107

ñKing County should seek to improve pedestrian 

safety both within residential areas and at arterials 

near pedestrian activity centers such as schools, retail 

centers, concentrations of housing, transit facilities 

and trails.ò T-322

King County Comprehensive Plan
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Decrease disparities: engage marginalized 
residents in planning decisions

ÅLocal CBO provided farm 
workers with classes on 
General Plan process

ÅFormed ñLideres 
Comuntarios de Salinasò

ÅDeveloped policy  
recommendations for City 
of Salinas GPU

ÅCity Council adopted ten 
of the groupôs 
recommended policies

SHCC

Farm workers advocated for Smart 

Growth policies
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Zoning Codes

ÅThe tool for putting General Plan goals, 
objectives into action

ÅConventional zoning codes divide land into 
ñzonesò & specifies:

ïthe ñusesò 

ïdensities

ïsome design elements

ÅGeneral Plan is broad; zoning code is specific

ÅThe legal regulatory tool with ñteethò

SHCC

Strategic Intervention #2 
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Why intervene here?

ÅMost codes are 
antiquated; promote 
auto-dominated 
development

ÅñBad codes can make 
good General Plans failò

ÅDevelopers cite them as 
the key barrier to building 
compact, mixed-use 
projects
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Advocate and 
encourage 
cities/counties 
to adopt ñform-
based codesò 
(Smart Codes)

SHCC

What can Public Health do?
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Form-Based vs. Conventional Codes

ÅForm-based codes focus on the relationship 

between building facades and the public realm, the 

form and mass of buildings in relation to one 

another, and the scale and types of streets and 

blocks. 

ÅConventional zoning focuses on the segregation of 

land-use types, the types of uses that are 

permitted, and the control of development 

intensity (e.g.,dwellings per acre, height limits).
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Regional Transportation Plan (RTP)

Å20-30 year long-range plan; updated every few years

ÅDetermines the regionôs vision and priorities for 
investing in the transportation system

ÅAllocates millions of dollars (federal, state and 
local funds) throughout the region

ÅImportant source of funding for city/county 
pedestrian & bike projects

ÅBike & pedestrian portion has grown, but still very 
small relative to funding for roads/freeways
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Strategic Intervention #3 
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What can Public Health do?

Promote and encourage adoption 
of: 

ÅñPublic Healthò as a 
transportation goal

ÅPedestrian-oriented & Smart 
Growth design

ÅRoutine Accommodation 
(complete streets) policy

ÅIncreased funding for bike & 
pedestrian projects
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ÅDiverse coalition of 
advocates

ÅALA as the public 
health stakeholder

ÅñHealthò seen as a 
transportation issue

ÅResult: 3% of RTP 
for pedestrian/bike 
facilities ($631M)

Photo: www.pedbikeimages.org /Dan Burden

Public Health influences 
Sacramentoôs RTP priorities
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Harness the Power of Your MPO/RTPA

ÅAgency with no ñteethò but lots of potential 
for influence

ÅAs a granting agency, they can ñapply the 
carrot approachò to encourage change

ïñIncentives programsò (e.g., Smart 
Growth, affordable housing)

ÅDevelop & promulgate design guidelines

ïIntegrate into MPO/RTPAôs funding criteria
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Street Design Standards

ÅLocal guidelines for 
street and roadway 
design (and re-
design)

ÅAddresses lane 
widths, number of 
lanes, crossing 
treatments, traffic 
calming, lighting, 
etc.
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Why intervene here? 

ÅMany are up to 40 yrs old; very auto -oriented

ÅEngineers usually wonôt venture outside their 
guidelines

ÅAn upstream barrier to improving pedestrian safety 
& accessSHCCSHCC



What can Public Health do?

ÅCall for revision of existing standards

ïGood opportunity is when the General Plan 
is updated

ÅAdvocate for pedestrian-oriented design 
(e.g., ñskinny streetsò, fewer lanes, 5 ft 
minimum width sidewalks including 
parkways, mid-block crossings, new 
crosswalk designs).
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Area Specific and Redevelopment Plans

ÅArea Specific Plans
ïSmaller areas within a city 

or county (e.g., urban core; 
master planned community)

ïñMini-General Planò

ïIncludes design standards 
(building & street design)

ÅRedevelopment Plans
ïPlan for a blighted area that 

has been designated as a 
redevelopment zone

ïAlso dictates very specific 
design standards

SHCC

Strategic Intervention #7 
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Why intervene here?

ÅSmaller scale & shorter timeframe than 
a GPU

ÅChance to demonstrate how Smart 
Growth/ walkability works

ÅA more tangible and concrete issue

ÅEasier to engage the community; build 
on your existing networks
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What can Public Health do?

ÅPromote pedestrian-
oriented and Smart 
Growth design 
guidelines (limit  
drive-thruôs)

ÅCall for form-based 
codes 

ÅEngage marginalized 
communities in the 
process
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Southwest Chula Vista, CA



Building resident capacity to 
participate in planning process

ÅNow: neighborhood 
walkability project

ÅBi-lingual walkability 
workshops & walk audits

ÅNext: Kaiser Permanente 
grant to train & assist 
residents in Southwest 
Chula Vista Area Specific 
Plan

ÅAdvocate for culturally 
competent outreach 
methods by city 
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Development Projects

How the process works:

ÅDevelopers propose 
preliminary plans to 
local jurisdiction

ÅPlanning staff conduct a 
preliminary review of 
proposal

ÅFormal plan then goes 
through formal review 
and approval process

ÅMay require public input

ÅMay require approval by 
elected body
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Why intervene here?

ÅPublic Health already has a legal role in 
development project review

ÅMost concrete point to participate in 
process

ÅUsually engages the most attention and 
direct involvement of neighborhood
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What can Public Health do?

ÅHelp residents form 
a design review 
committee (Walk 
Sacramento) 

ÅExpand health 
departmentôs role in 
project review
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Integrating health & walkability into  
the development project review process

ÅTri-County Health 
Department, Colorado (EH)

ÅExpanded agencyôs 
authorized role

ÅSit in on planning 
departmentôs preliminary 
reviews

ÅNow - comment on 
environmental health 
issues AND walkability & 
Smart Growth

ÅDeveloped checklist ï
available at NACCHO.org
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Retrofit Existing Streets: Fix 
Yesterdayôs Mistakes

ÅIdentify and get local 
jurisdiction to address 
pedestrian hotspots & 
walkability barriers

ÅApply traffic calming 
and other 
environmental changes

ÅModel program: Safe 
Routes to School

Strategic Intervention #9 
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Piloting a curb extension



Why intervene here?

ÅGood entry point for 
public health

ÅBeyond the actual 
improvements:
ïCan serve as a 

demonstration 
project

ïPoints to upstream 
policy barriers (e.g., 
street standards)
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