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This is the second in a series of issue briefs the
National Association of Counties (INACo) is
publishing in an effort to engage county officials
and key department staff around the issue of
bealth promotion and obesity prevention. To view
other issues in the series, or for additional resoure-
es from the National Association of Counties
on how to build healthy communities, visit ww.
healthycounties.org.

Today, obesity is one of the most ut-
gent health concerns in the United States.
Neatly one-third of children and teens
and more than two-thirds of adults are
overweight or obese, totalling nearly 160
million Ameticans.! Considering the long-
term health consequences associated with
obesity, the scope of the epidemic has
billion-dollar implications for health care
expenses.”

Many factors contribute to obesity, and
the community environment in particular
can have a strong influence on children
and families’ access to healthy foods and
opportunities for regular physical activ-
ity. Decisions made at the local level re-
garding zoning, planning, transportation,
health, housing and development, and
other important community issues can

Collaboration for Health Promotion

have a significant impact on residents’
health. By recognizing these links, and by
consciously making policy and practice
decisions aimed to improve residents’
health, counties can help reverse obesity
trends and build vibrant communities.

County Planners and
Land Use Officials as
Partnersin Health
Promotion and Obesity
Prevention

In response to increases in childhood
and adult obesity rates, counties have
begun developing initiatives to improve
community health. These efforts are most
successful when they involve a broad co-
alition of partners. County planners and
land use leaders, along with other county
officials and stakeholders from schools,
community organizations, parent groups,
faith-based organizations and the private
sector, can all be key partners in build-
ing healthier communities. Broad coali-
tions bring a wide range of resources to
the table and provide a variety of access
points to reach residents and improve
their health.
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The health promotion and obesity pre-
vention strategies suggested in this pub-
lication can help improve the health and
quality of life for all county residents, and
were developed to have the greatest im-
pact on children and teens.

What Can County Planning
and Land Use Officials Do?

County planners and land use officials
can partner in health promotion and obe-
sity prevention efforts by designing built
environments that provide opportunities
for regular physical activity and access to
nutritious foods. This brief outlines four
strategies that counties can implement:

® Utilize neighborhood-scale develop-
ment;

® Zone for health-promoting develop-
ment;
® Preserve prime agricultural land; and

® Include health leaders in planning
discussions.

The ability of counties to adopt these
strategies will vary depending upon ju-
risdiction, population size, access to re-
sources and other factors.

Designing Healthy,
Acti\?e Co?nmunit%s

In the last 40 years obesity rates have soared for all age groups, but at an es-
pecially fast pace among the youngest age groups, increasing more than four
times among children ages 6 to 11.>* As a result, today’s children are at higher
risk for a host of serious illnesses including type 2 diabetes, heart disease,
hypertension, asthma, and certain types of cancer. Some experts predict that
unless the childhood obesity epidemic is reversed, the current generation of
children may be the first in U.S. history to live sicker and die younger than
theit parent’s generation.’

Utilize Neighborhood-Scale
Development:Think Small,
Mixed and Well-connected

Adequate physical activity is an impor-
tant component in health promotion and
obesity prevention. Unfortunately, less
than one-third of children and less than
half of adults achieve the recommend-
ed 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous
physical activity per day.* Neighborhood

In addition to the medical and social consequences, the financial conse-
quences of the obesity epidemic are also significant. Today, more than 75
percent of America’s healthcare expenditures are for chronic conditions—
many related to obesity.® According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), the annual cost of obesity in the United States is
estimated at $117 billion. Approximately $61 billion is spent on direct medical N A [: [] Nati - ’
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costs and $56 billion on indirect costs such as lost productivity.” These costs -
are felt by individual taxpayers, local governments and employers. s
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Making the Most Out of What
They Have: Protecting Rural
Areas and Maximizing Urban
Centers
Albemarle County, Virginia

Albemarle County’s Comprehensive
Plan outlines a clear vision for protect-
ing the rural areas Albematle residents
value so deatly, and for developing high-
quality urban areas that will accommo-
date the majority of future anticipated
growth. While less than 5 percent of the
county’s land area is urban, Albemarle
County accommodates growth and pre-
serves valuable rural land by maximizing
high-density, mixed-use development in
designated areas.

For Albemarle’s growth management
strategies to work, designated urban ar-
eas must be attractive, convenient, vi-
brant places for people to live and work.
The county’s major tool for creating such

design can contribute to greater car use
and less physical activity. In addition, a
significant body of research has found
that certain aspects of community design
can increase rates of physical activity by
incorporating active living into daily rou-
tines of both children and adults.’

Community features that promote physi-
cal activity include: parks and playgrounds
located within easy access of residential
areas; aesthetically pleasing outdoor com-
munity spaces; compact neighborhood
development that facilitates walking and
biking; grid street networks; and sidewalks
and trails that connect families to lifestyle
centers, schools, grocery stores and oth-
er popular destinations.'’ Incorporating
these elements into community design is
often referred to as “neighborhood-scale
development.”

A variety of strategies available to local
governments implement neighborhood-
scale development, and counties can
choose those that best fit their needs.

For example, rural and suburban coun-
ties experiencing high population growth
may want to work with developers to en-
sure that future neighborhoods include
patks and playgrounds and are connected
to nearby destinations via sidewalks and

livable communities is the Neighbot-
hood Model. The Neighborhood Model
promotes areas that accommodate walk-
ers, bikers and public transportation; in-
tegrate open spaces; mix residential and
non-residential uses; connect streets and
pathways; mix housing types and afford-
ability levels; keep buildings and spaces
at a human scale; adapt and reuse sites
rather than abandoning them; and have
distinct boundaties from rural areas. The
Neighborhood Model also stresses the
role of master planning and community
engagement to guide growth in designat-
ed development areas.

Contact:

Elaine K. Echols

Principal Planner

434.296.5823 x 3252
cechols@albermarle.org

hitp:/ | www.albemarle.org/ department.asp?d
epartment=planninge>relpage=2480

trail systems. Meanwhile, urban counties
may want to work with developers on infill
development and revitalization projects.
Counties that possess zoning authority
can establish growth boundaries and set
aside land for recreational use. Counties
can also review their codes and ordinanc-
es to ensure that they allow for infrastruc-

Creating an Activity Hub,
Connecting a Community
Wake County, North Carolina

In response to anticipated growth in
unincorporated areas, Wake County des-
ignated neighborhood and community
“activity centers” in their Land Use Plan
in 1999 to encourage high density, mixed
land use development. The activity cen-
ters are intended to be focal community
gathering points, connecting to neigh-
borhoods via trail networks and foster-
ing shorter commutes. With the excep-
tion of the Watersupply Watershed areas,
Wake County anticipates that these areas
will be annexed by local municipalities
in the near future, and is working with
these partner governments to develop
specific policies and profiles within the
activity centers appropriate for each of
the different regions in the county.

ture that supports walkable communities.
Other tools counties can use to achieve
neighborhood-scale  development —are
form-based codes, mixed-use zoning, and
transit-oriented development.

Resources

e Local Government Commission Fact
Sheet: Neighborhood-Scale Planning
Tools

* Massachusetts Smart Energy Toolkit:
Traditional Neighborhood Development
* American Planning Association Smart
Growth Reader

e Smart Growth Network

Exercise Zoning Authority
to Increase Access to
Nutritious Foods and
Physical Activity

Zoning authority is perhaps one of the
strongest powers local governments pos-
sess. States maintain regulatory author-
ity over many zoning matters, and most
states have delegated these powers to local
governments.!! Depending on state law,
counties’ zoning authority varies. Some
have complete authority, some share au-
thority with other local governments, and
some have none.

Counties that possess full or limited
zoning authority can protect community
health by amending zoning codes and or-

Though unique, the activity center
guidelines all encourage mixed-use com-
munity centers by allowing for the full
blend of goods and services that people
need to live healthy and vibrant lifestyles.
Allowed uses include grocery stores, rec-
reational space, and retail and commer-
cial development. In order to work with
property owners and community lead-
ers in developing these new community
hubs, Wake County identified specific
parcels of land that are able to support
activity center uses.

Contact:

Melanie Wilson

Director of Planning

919.856.6315
melanie.wilson(@co.wafke.ne.us
www.wakegov.com | planning/ landuse/ wake_

county_lup.him



http://www.lgc.org/freepub/land_use/factsheets/neighborhood_planning.html
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/mod-tnd.html
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/mod-tnd.html
http://www.smartgrowthonline.org/default.asp?res=1152

dinances to promote public health princi-
ples. According to leading health experts,
the built environment has a direct effect
on health."? Built environments that pro-
vide children and families with access to
nutritious foods and opportunities for
physical fitness are associated with lower
risk for obesity.!>!4

Communities thatinclude grocery stores,
farmers markets and community gardens
are more likely to be able to provide resi-
dents with nutritious foods at affordable
prices. Communities that include parks,
playgrounds, recreation centers, and bike-
ways and trails provide residents’ with
greater opportunities for physical activ-
ity. Greater access to these community
amenities is valuable for all residents and
particulatly relevant for those living in un-
derserved neighborhoods.

Counties can pursue a number of zoning
strategies in order to increase healthy eat-
ing and physical activity. They can ensure
that codes and ordinances require devel-
opers to consider the health impacts of
new proposals; create financial incentives
for developers to incorporate features of
active living into new developments; cre-
ate a patks and trails plan; and designate
space to promote the local food economy,
including community gardens, Commu-
nity Supported Agriculture (CSAs), farm-

ers’ markets, and grocery stores.

Resources

e Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, Designing Healthy Communities
and Places Website

* Active Living by Design

* Public Health Law and Policy Report on
Healthy General Plans

* Overcoming Obstacles to Smart Growth
through Code Reform

Preserve Prime Agricultural

Land

Although fresh fruits and vegetables are
all an important component of a healthy
diet, almost 80 petrcent of children and
77 percent of adults do not consume the
recommended five or more servings of
fruits and vegetables per day."

Recent research has shown that chil-
dren and families” food environment—
the stotes, restaurants, and other loca-
tions where they access food—affects

Protecting Farmland to Ensure
Local Access to Fresh Produce
Macomb County, Michigan

Over the past two decades, Macomb
County has experienced a significant
growth in population, spurring a rise
in development that compromised pro-
ductive farmland. To address this issue,
in 2000 the Macomb County Board of
Commissioners formed a Farmland and
Open Space Preservation Ad Hoc Com-
mittee charged with developing policy
recommendations for quality growth.
The committee worked with Michigan
State University (MSU) and the Macomb
County Department of Planning and
Economic Development to develop the
recommendations, which were approved
by the Board in 2001. The County then
worked with farmers, municipalities,
MSU and community memberts to form
the Macomb Agtricultural Purchase of
Development Rights Committee (MAP-
DRC) in order to become eligible for
a grant for farmland preservation that

the amount of fruits and vegetables they
eat.!' Furthermore, lack of venues where
children and families can purchase fresh
produce is associated with risk for obe-
sity."”

Increases in demand for locally grown
foods over the past years have had a
positive effect on community food envi-
ronments. Between 1996 and 2006, the
number of operating farmers’ markets in
America neatly doubled."® Local food re-
tail, farm-to-school programs, and com-
munity gardens also flourished creating
new access points for children and fami-
lies to obtain fruits and vegetables.

Testimonials suggest that individuals—
especially children—who have access to
locally grown foods consume more fruits
and vegetables than those who do not."”
Children may be more willing to eat lo-
cally grown produce when it is available
because they enjoy the fresh taste and are
proud that it comes from their commu-
nity. Schools and community groups are
also more likely to make an effort to pro-
mote locally gown foods to children.?

Expanding access to locally grown food
is one way counties can make it easier for

would soon be offered by the state of
Michigan.

When the grant was announced, the Ma-
comb County Department of Planning
and Economic Development and MSU
helped craft the application. Matching
funds were provided by the Catls Foun-
dation and the Macomb Farm Bureau. In
2006, MAPDRC was awarded $278,000
by the Michigan Agricultural Preserve
Fund Board. Shortly after, Macomb
County permanently preserved its first
farm -neatly 40 acres of prime land.

Contact:

John Crumm

Program Manager for Planning &
Environmental Services
586.469.5285
Jobn.crumm(@macombeountymi.gov
waww.macombeonntymi.gov/ meped/
Project_Programs/ PE | Growth%20
Management%o20and%20Resource%20
Conservation.him!

children and families to include fruits and
vegetables in their daily diet. County plan-
ning officials can play an important role
in connecting children and families with
locally grown food by protecting prime
agricultural land. Currently, American
farmland is disappearing at a rate of two
acres per minute,” and there is a need to
preserve agricultural land in order to sus-
tain vibrant local food systems.

Counties can preserve farmland by zon-
ing for agricultural use; establishing an ag-
ricultural conservation easement program
that includes right-to-farm provisions; es-
tablishing growth boundaries and desig-
nated development areas; and creating tax
disincentives to develop agricultural land,
or tax incentives to grow fresh fruits and
vegetables. Counties can also ensure that
agriculture is profitable for local farm-
ers by making one or more sites available
(pethaps at no cost) to farmers so they
can sell local food products. Counties
can help farmers work with local grocery
stores to sell local produce, and encourage
the purchase of local foods in schools,
hospitals and to meet other county food
product needs



http://www.cdc.gov/healthyplaces/
http://www.healthyplanning.org/toolkit_healthygp.html
http://www.activelivingbydesign.org/
http://www.lgc.org/freepub/PDF/Land_Use/sg_code_exec_summary.pdf

Resources
* APA Policy Guide on Agricultural Pres-
ervation
* Counties and Local Food Systems
* Healthy Eating by Design
* American Farmland Trust

Include Health Leaders in
Planning Discussions

Decisions about planning, community
design and transportation planning have a
direct impact on the incidence of chronic
diseases including obesity, heart disease
and diabetes.” Even though planning
and development decisions ate intricately
linked to children and families’ ability to
live healthy lifestyles, it is relatively un-
common for county planning leaders to
collaborate with health leaders as they
plan for community design.

Making a Plan for Community
Health and Wellness
Tri-County Health Department
Adams, Arapahoe and Douglas
Counties, Colorado

For the past several decades, the Tri-
County Health Department (TCHD)
Land Use Program has reviewed and of-
fered comments on local planning and
development proposals. Several years
ago they expanded the scope of this pro-
gram to address factors within the built
environment that affect chronic disease
and obesity rates, in addition to environ-
mental health factors.

The goal of TCHD’ Land Use Pro-
gram is to routinely include public health
principles in local planning and develop-
ment activities. The first step involved
establishing a constructive working rela-
tionship with the local planning depart-
ments in each of the jurisdictions served
by TCHD. By building these relation-
ships, TCHD has been able to establish
itself as an essential partner in the overall
community planning process. TCHD of-
fers specific public health recommenda-
tions on as many as 300 land-use refer-
rals per year, and are regularly involved
with several planning departments from
project conception through project ap-
proval. Based on the project under con-

As researchers continue to highlight the
connections between community design
and chronic disease, some local govern-
ments are taking steps to integrate health
officials into the planning process. By
collaborating with public health officials,
planners and other county planning lead-
ers can work to identify potential positive
or negative health impacts of proposed
designs. Together they can plan for com-
munities that promote physical activity
and healthy eating,

There are many ways that counties col-
laborate with health officials. For example,
they can invite public health representa-
tives to participate in discussions about
comprehensive plans, regional transpor-
tation plans, zoning codes and ordinanc-
es. In addition, counties can conduct a
Health Impact Assessment of policies or
plans that may affect community health,

sideration, they work with developers,
city and county policy-makers, commu-
nity groups, and transportation officials.
TCHD also participates in updating the
Comprehensive Land Use Plans to in-
clude public health considerations.

TCHD’s accomplishments include
working with planners and developers
to increase sidewalk and bicycle systems;
improving pedestrian and transit con-
nections to schools and resources in new
and adjacent developments; conducting
a Health Impact Assessment on a neigh-
borhood Master Plan to promote access
to healthy food and increased physical
activity; and including a bicycle and pe-
destrian plan into one jurisdiction’s com-
prehensive plan. These changes have
contributed to a more walkable commu-
nity, offering residents convenient and
accessible outlets for physical activity
and access to healthy foods.

Contact:

Carol Maclennan

Senior Environmental Health Policy
Coordinator

Tri-County Health Department
303.846.6232

hitp:/ / tchd.org/ land.him
cmaclenn@ehd.org

and pass policies that require community
design to address effects on public health,
particularly chronic diseases such as obe-
sity, diabetes and cardiovascular disease.
Including recreation officials and school
administrators can help ensure that com-
munity and transportation planning of-
ficials consider how open space, patks,
sidewalks, and public facilities increase
opportunities for physical activity.
Resources

* APA Healthy Communities through Col-
laboration Project Website

* National Association of City and County
Health Officials’ Land Use Planning
Website

* Creating Safe, Healthy and Active Liv-
ing Communities

* Smart Growth America’s Health

e Tri-County Health Department in Colo-
rado Does More Than Just Review a De-
velopment Plan

* Design for Health

Get started now!

1. Appoint public health,
parks and recreation,
and school officials to
planning commissions and
transportation boards.

2. Conduct walking audits to
identify needed pedestrian,
infrastructure and public
safety improvements.

3. Educate your constituents
on the benefits of walkable
communities.

4. Update zoning codes to
support transit oriented
development.

5. Attend county planning
department meetings
regularly.

6. Encourage the addition of
a separate section on health
in your next comprehensive
plan.

7. Encourage the purchase of
local produce in schools,
hospitals and county
facilities.



http://www.farmland.org/
http://www.activelivingbydesign.org/index.php?id=397
http://www.naccho.org/topics/environmental/landuseplanning/index.cfm
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/health.html
http://www.designforhealth.net/index.html
http://www.planning.org/policy/guides/adopted/agricultural.htm
http://www.naco.org/Template.cfm?Section=New_Technical_Assistance&template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=27721
http://www.planning.org/research/healthy/index.htm
http://www.sdnnonline.org/home_pdfs_docs/land_use_transportation_planning_2_23_06.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/Docs/JEH/2008/july-aug_w_case_studies/JEH_Jul-Aug_08_Tri-County.pdf
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