DESIGNING

HEALIRIER

COMMUNITIES
11 NEW HAMPSHIRE

£

By Greg B

os, PE

he reality is alarming: a rising
obesity rate, soaring medical co

health professionals and lawmakers, alik

something must be done to reverse the trends, Ou
entary lifestyles are literally killing us—and our bu
environment and historical development patterns are
partially to blame. Fortunately, Healthy Commun ty
Design (HCD) can help. ‘

Trail systems, such as M ster’s Plscat il(pi r_eg here), provide important enhancements to communities’ transportation networks.



A Healthy Community Design involves designing communities
and their built environment in a way that encourages people
to live healthy lives. It takes a holistic approach to this goal by
providing active transporration options, increasing access to
healthy food, improving social connectivity and sense of com-
munity, promoting good mental health, and ensuring social

equity for all community members. Planning, designing, and-%

redeveloping our towns and cities with HCD principles in
mind can help New Hampshire municipalities achieve great
public health, community, and economic benefits.

The Importance of Taking a Healthy
Community Design Approach

In 2016, the National Center for Health Statistics report-
ed that US life expectancy declined for the first time in 22
years, with physical inactivity and unhealthy diet second
only to tobacco use as the main cause of premature death.
Associated with heart disease and diabetes, obesity is re-
sponsible for an estimated $147 billion in medical costs an-
nually. More alarming, the US adult obesity rate is projected
to reach 43% of the population by 2018.

These concerns can also be felt on a local level. Drawing
on data released by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), the New Hampshire Department of
Health and Human Services (NHDHHS) has reported that
approximately one in four adults is obese here, with some
counties spiking as high as nearly one-third of adults. While

these numbers may compare favorably to national averages, -

New Hampshire ranks second in adult obesity among the
New England states, behind Maine, and our obesity rate has
risen sharply since 1990, for example, when it was around
10%. Recognizing the need for action, the NHDHHS’s NH
State Health Improvement Plan 2013-2020 sets a goal of re-
ducing this average to 23% by 2020. By adopting HCD
principles, New Hampshire’s municipaliries can play an im-
portant role in helping to improve this picture.

The Relationship Between Health and the
Built Environment

People’s ability and inclination to make healthy choices
and live healthy lives is influenced by the degree to which
their community supports and encourages physical activity.
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According to Dr. Richard Jackson,
a professor at the UCLA Fielding
School of Health who has helped pio-
neer wellness design, “We have built
America in a way that is fundamen-
tally unhealthy. Where you live is a big
predictor of how long you're going to
live. Our challenge is to redesign the
built environment for health.”

Key contributors to a Healthy Com-
munity include:

* Efficient roadway network with
ample sidewalks

* On- and off-road bike accom-
modations

* Public open spaces and recre-
ation opportunities

* Transit options,
neighborhoods

* Healthy food establishments

* Artainable housing

* A rich mix of land uses

* Street trees and vegetation

connected

The need to design with health in
mind is clear, and our challenge in
New Hampshire will be to develop
policies and practices that redevelop
the built environment in ways that
improve public health.

The Healthy Community
Design Approach

Healthy Community Design involves
much more than specific engineering
techniques. It requires an understand-
ing of how communities function and
finding better ways to connect people
of all ages and economic backgrounds
with their places of employment,
schools, social services, recreation fa-
cilities, healthy food outlets—and, ul-

timately, each other.

When done properly, HCD engages
the entire community in establishing
guiding design principles. Examples of
HCD principles include:

' Maximizing opportunities for all
residents to get physically active

* Rethinking zoning regulations to
promote connected developments

* Investing in active transporta-
tion solutions

* Improving access to job opportu-
nities and healthy foods

* Employing Complete Streets
principles in roadway design

* Encouraging mixed-use develop-
ment and increasing housing op-
portunities

* Promoting social and environ-
mental equity

* Driving economic development

by creating a unique community

identity based on active lifestyles

Every new project and initiative should
be evaluated with the community’s es-
tablished design principles, goals, and
objectives, and it should be examined
as part of a whole, instead of as singu-
lar improvements.

Get Healthy—or Get Left
Behind

‘Health is fast becoming a competitive

advantage for cities and towns. People
crave places that are walkable and that
have active transportation options—
and real estate values in areas offer-
ing these features are often higher as
a result. The Millennials in particular
are demanding healthy choices, and
they are willing to move to communi-
ties where they do not solely depend
on automobiles for travel. In the

effort to attract or retain the best and
brightest emerging professionals, New
Hampshire communities are compet-
ing with cities like Boston; Portland,
Maine; and Burlington, Vermont.

When it comes to incorporating HCD
principles, signs of progress are emerg-
ing across the state. Organizartions like
Healthy Fating Active Living (HEAL)
NH are promoting HCD-oriented
ideals. Concord’s new Main Street, with
its road diet and vastly improved pedes-
trian spaces, is now a hub of pedestrian
activity, and new businesses are clamor-
ing for space there. Portsmouth is plan-
ning a bike share program for 2017.
Manchester is unveiling a new bike
master plan, and communities around
the state are competing for federal
Transportation  Alternatives Program
funds to build multi-use paths and
sidewalks. Concord, Keene, Hanover,
and Portsmouth have achieved bronze
Bike Friendly Community status with
the League of American Bicyclists, and
other communities are sure to follow.
And numerous communities take ad-
vantage of Safe Routes to School fund-
ing and bike education programs to
help our children get to school under
their own power. These are just a few
examples of the progress that is being
made to enhance active transporta-
tion. There is obviously much work to
be done, but taking a holistic Healthy
Community Design approach will help
New Hampshire compete for talent
within the region.
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The argument in support of taking
an HCD approach extends beyond
public health and competition for
talent, too. It is also a matter of good
economic sense. The CDC projects
that by 2017, 19% of our Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP) ($3 trillion)
will be spent on health care. How
do we convince New Hampshire’s
public officials and private developers
that HCD is essential to our wellbe-
ing? Show them the economic ad-
vantage. Economic sustainability is
important when considering a com-
munity’s health. A walkable and bike-
able downtown will often be more
vibrant and economically viable than
a downtown that is auto-centric. A
recent study conducted at Columbia
University found that every $1,300
invested by New York City in build-
ing bike lanes in 2015 provided ben-
efits equivalent to one additional year
of life at full health over the lifetime
of all city residents. That’s a better
return on investment
direct health treatments, like dialysis,
which costs $129,000 for one qual-
ity adjusted life year. Public invest-
ment in active transportation often
stimulates private investment in the
community, and it can be linked to
reduced healthcare costs.

than some

Adopting a Healthy
Community Design Practice
With recognition at the federal level
that the troubling obesity trends must
be reversed, it is very possible that
health-focused changes in transporta-
tion policy will be forthcoming. With
all of its benefits, one would hope that
HCD would also be initiated at the
local level, without prodding from
Washington. This can happen by iden-
tifying and empowering a community
champion to start the process, or by es-
tablishing an HCD task force to define
specific HCD-related principles and
objectives. Also, the lens of health can
be used to convene local stakeholders—
including public health profession-
als and hospitals. There is a growing
body of reference material available to
help get started, and some design pro-
fessionals are becoming well versed in
HCD. Integrating health-enhancing
choices into transportation policy and
decision-making in New Hampshire’s
communities will provide health, eco-
nomic, and community-identity ben-
efits that should last for generations.

Greg Bakos, PE, is a principal within
the Transportation Engineering services
group at VHB in Bedford, NH, and is a
member of VHBS Healthy Community
Design Core Group. He has experience

in the redesign of New England down-
towns, as well as with bike/pedestrian fa-
cility planning and design. He also serves
on the board of the Bike Walk Alliance
of New Hampshire. Greg can be reached
at: ghakos@vhb.com.
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It’s what’s underneath
that counts

wastewater, water, stormwater
roads, solid waste, planning
design, construction services
funding, municipal services

civil &
environmental
engineering

U VNDERWOOD

Concord, NH 603.230.9898
Portsmouth, NH 603.436.6192
www.underwoodengineers.com
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OFFERING PRACTICAL AND TIMELY LEGAL ADVICE

Adele M. Fulton
H. Bernard Waugh, Jr.
Shawn M. Tanguay

Planning and Zoning
Property Taxes, Exemptions, Utilities
Highways and Junkyards
Construction and Other Contracts
Ordinances and Their Enforcement
Employment and Labor
General Legal Advice

Matthew C. Decker
C. Christine Fillmore
Jennifer B. Hartman
Cathryn C. Nunlist (Of Counsel)

MORE THAN 100 YEARS OF COMBINED LEGAL EXPERIENCE
LE 2 @ L X3
78 Bank Street * Lebanon, New Hampshire 03766-1727
Telephone (603)448-2221 * Fax (603)448-5949 + lawyers@townandcitylaw.com
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