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Loss of open space



Loss of rural character and sense of place



More driving, for everything

Average Annual Miles Traveled by Vehicle per Person
with Mileage Projection 2007-2020
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From: Humboldt Healthy Communities Challenge, A Call to Action

Humboldt County 

22% increase 

1990 -2006

27% of 

median 

income for  

low-income

residents 



Not enough housing or enough of the 

right housing for everyone



Loss of vibrant town centers



What about the impact on our 
health?

And, what about the impact on 
health in rural communities?



Cars, Air Pollution and Asthma

• 50% increase in kids with asthma in past two decades 

• Kids living near busy roads are 3X more likely to be 

treated for asthma



Is street design 

killing us? 

Being hit by a car is a 

leading cause of injury 

death for school-age 

children.

Seniors represent 23% 

of pedestrian deaths 

but only 13% of the 

population.
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• Traffic flow prioritized 

over pedestrian safety

• Transportation budgets 

allocate minimal funds to 

pedestrian/bike projects

• Engineering practices & 

traffic laws reflect bias & 

lack of understanding of 

pedestrian needs and 

behavior

The Forgotten Pedestrian



Transportation-Disadvantaged: 
The Double-Wammy

• 8.7% households in Humboldt County are carless 

(~4500 families)

• High concentrations in isolated and urban areas

• Low-income, youth, seniors, ethnic minorities, and 

disabled are most impacted

• Minimal public transit in remote areas

Source: Transportation-Disadvantaged Populations Report, Humboldt County, May 2006. 

Natural Resources Services, Redwood Community Action Agency.



Battery Hen or Free Range Children?

“Children need access to 

an environment that 

allows them to play out 

what is natural to them –

physical, dramatic, 

constructive and 

spontaneous games. But, 

in our high-tech society, 

children go indoors right 

after school and eat junk 

food and play video 

games.” 

Joe Frost              

University of Texas



Senior Health and Mobility

Walkable & Livable Communities promote:

Fewer falls

Greater mobility

Maintain social networks

Increase lifespan & QOL

Decrease health care costs
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http://www.pedbikeimage.org/Dan


• 3x more friends, 2x more 
acquaintances in walkable
neighborhoods

• People with strong social 
networks:
 Live longer
 Have fewer heart attacks and heart 

disease
 Are less depressed and use alcohol 

and drugs less
 Have fewer teen births
 Are healthier overall

Design affects our 
social support 

network



First generation of kids not expected to live 
as long as their parents



Let them eat cake….



Walkable neighborhoods:

• 3x more walking with grid 
vs. cul-de-sacs

• San Diego study: 

• 70 min more physical activity 
per week

• 35% vs. 60% overweight

The Good News!

Access to healthy foods:

• 32% increase in fruit/veggie 
consumption with each 
additional supermarket in a 
census tract.



Explaining the 
Epidemic

• Not genetic or 

biological changes

• But sweeping 

societal and 

environmental 

changes



• Physical activity

• Obesity & chronic disease

• Pedestrian injuries/death

• Asthma & respiratory disease

• Crime & violence

• Social capital

• Elder health & mobility

• Water quality & quantity

• Mental health 

• Health disparities

How we build affects our health 
many times over….



• The pattern of 

growth has upset 

the balance of 

human behavior

• The social costs of 

how we‟ve 

developed may be 

far more reaching 

than traffic 

congestion

Consider the possibility that…..



Ten Principles of Smart Growth

Smart Growth: A Public Health Strategy

• Create walkable neighborhoods 

• Mix land uses 

• Compact building design 

• Foster distinctive, attractive places with a strong sense of place

• Strengthen and direct development towards existing 

communities

• Provide a variety of transportation choices

• Preserve open space, farmland and critical environmental areas

• Create a range of housing opportunities & choices

• Encourage community/stakeholder collaboration



Put “health” back into planning

The challenge facing those with responsibility for 
assuring the health and quality of life of Americans is 
clear. We must integrate our concepts of „public health 
issues‟ with „urban planning issues‟. Urban planners, 
engineers, and architects must begin to see that they  have 
a critical role in public health. Similarly, public health 
professionals need to appreciate that the built environment 
influences public health as much as vaccines or water 
quality.

Jackson & Kochtitzky, 2001



“Local governments have a vested interest in 

addressing this challenge, given the impacts of 

obesity on health-care costs, quality of life, and 

productivity at the local level. Cities, towns, and 

counties also have real opportunities to promote 

healthy living. Local governments’ land use and 

zoning authority, for example, enables them to shape 

the way communities are designed and built. That in 

turn gives them an influential role in improving 

residents’ access to healthy foods and their ability to 

be physically active.”   
International City/County Management Association (ICMA)

http://www.ca-ilg.org/
http://www2.icma.org/
http://www.cnu.org/
http://www.planning.org/
http://www.naco.org/


History of successful mettling and 
environmental interventions

• Tobacco 

• Car design and manufacturing

• Playground equipment and construction

• Swimming pool barriers

• Development projects

• John Snow‟s water pump

John Snow

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:John_Snow.jpg


But…..it’s different in rural areas!

Challenges….

• Pressure to develop open space

• Smart Growth perceived as too “urban”

• Residents more closely connected to impact of decisions

• Smaller agencies – less capacity

Strengths….

• Still have open space

• “Small” is a plus

• Easier to make personal connections

• Rootedness



Finally, some 
answers….!

Produced by ICMA, 

Smart Growth 

Network

Funded by the EPA



Fitting Smart Growth into a rural context

Support the Rural Landscape

Create an economic 

climate that enhances 

the viability of 

working lands and 

conserves natural

lands.

From “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities”

ICMA and Smart Growth Network, Funded by EPA



Fitting Smart Growth into a rural context

Take care of assets and 

investments such as 

downtowns, Main Streets, 

existing infrastructure, and 

places that the community 

values.

Help Existing Places to Thrive

From “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities”

ICMA and Smart Growth Network, Funded by EPA



Create Great New Places 

Build vibrant, enduring

neighborhoods and communities 

that people, especially young people, 

don‟t want to leave.

From “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities”

ICMA and Smart Growth Network, Funded by EPA

Fitting Smart Growth into a rural context

Photo: www.pedbikeimage.org/DanBurden



Health benefits of rural Smart Growth

Rural Smart 

Growth Strategy
Effects Health Benefits

Support the rural 

landscape

• More open space

• Locally grown food

• Less  dispersed 

development 

• Decrease VMTs

• Child psychosocial development

• Mental health

• Access to healthy foods, services 

• Air pollution, asthma

• Health disparities

Help existing places  

to thrive

• Improved streets

• Maintain sense of place 

• Avoidsdisinvestment in 

existing  neighborhoods 

• Walkability/bikeability – physical activity

• Chronic diseases, injuries

• Social networks

• health/social equity

Create great new 

places

• Compact, mixed-use

• Mixed-income 

• Youth-friendly

• Walkability/bikeability – physical activity

• Chronic diseases, injuries,

• Social networks, equity

• ATOD use, educational attainment



• Developed by Safe & Healthy 

Communities Consulting

• For the California Center for 

Physical Activity (Safe and 

Active Communities Branch), 

CDPH

• Funded by CDC Prevention 

Health Services Block Grant

• Thanks to the counties and 

cities that participated

How are health agencies overcoming the 

barriers?



New relationships, new partners

Tackling the Challenges

“I had money to offer the City of 

Shasta Lake, but they weren‟t ready 

for our help. It took almost two years 

of keeping in touch with their 

planning director. Every three to four 

months I would call or stop by and 

ask, how‟s it going, anything we can 

do?” 

Minnie Sagar 

Shasta County Public Health 

Be a friendly 

pest.....



Walk in the door 

with something 

they can use…..

Tackling the Challenges

New relationships, new partners

“You get a place at the table when 

you come with something to offer. 

You have to be useful to the work.”

Wendell Brunner, Public Health Director, 

Contra Costa County Health Services



Spend time building a presence and reputation

“We‟ve been sitting at a variety of tables and have built the 

expectation that public health should be there and has something 

to contribute. Nancy has done a lot of the down in the trenches, 

low visibility work of building relationships and a reputation of 

the health department as an expert.  She‟s developed a 

reputation as someone who knows what she‟s talking about, is 

persistent and has ideas that are useful.” 

Wendell Bruner, Public Health Director

Contra Costa Health Services

New relationships, new partners

Tackling the Challenges



Building political support for your agency‟s role

Tackling the Challenges

“By tapping into the political 

clout of our advisory board and 

gaining that group‟s buy-in, we 

built a broader base of support 

for our role.”            

Andrew Deckert

Health Officer

Shasta County Public Health



“We force ourselves to be 

grounded in health. When we 

talk about this issue, we always 

lead with „health‟ and end with 

„health‟.” 
Andrew Deckert, Health Officer, SCPH

Building political support for your agency‟s role

Tackling the Challenges

“We‟ve internalized the Spectrum of 

Prevention and so expect that we will 

work at the policy level.”

Wendell Brunner, Public Health Director ,

Contra Costa Health Services

• Cities vs. unincorporated 

areas

• Communications strategy

• Internal enabling factors



Tackling the 

Challenges

Building 

organizational 

capacity

Los Angeles County Public Health 

Department‟s Physical Environment 

Workgroup and Action Plan



Hawaii Health Department Training 

and Internal Working Group

Building organizational capacity

Tackling the Challenges



Building organizational capacity

Tackling the Challenges

Build staff knowledge and skills

“We took advantage of every single training 

opportunity. I had to hear things three or more times 

to get it and be able to articulate these issues!”

Tracey Rattray

Contra Costa Health Services



Tina Zenzola, MPH

Owner/Director

Phone: 619-281-1656

Email: tzenzola@SHC-Consulting.com

www.SafeHealthyCommunities.com


