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Public health professionals have always 
worked with planners and policy makers 
to reduce exposure to health risks, 
especially to prevent the spread of 

infectious diseases and protect against well-defined 
environmental hazards. Early collaborative work, 
for example, eliminated cholera-laden water 
sources and such noxious land uses as garbage 
dumps and industrial factories in residential 
neighborhoods. 

With the growing understanding of the 
role that the built environment has on people’s 
health—from sidewalks and transit options 
to parks and grocery stores—public health 
practitioners are again collaborating with 
planners on broader environmental influences 
of chronic health conditions, including obesity, 
diabetes, and asthma. In Seattle and King County, 
Washington, the local health department, Public 
Health - Seattle & King County (Public Health), 
is partnering across agencies to raise health as 
a crucial issue to consider when it comes to 
neighborhood development. 

Why	bring	health	into	planning?
The design of our built environment greatly 
influences the extent to which we are physically 
active, and therefore, the quality of our health. 
For example, transportation choices determine if 
we drive, walk, bus, or cycle, and the presence or 
absence of sidewalks may influence our decision 
to drive or walk to our destinations. Zoning 
rules influence how many grocery stores are in 
our neighborhood or even whether we have any 
stores at all within a convenient walking distance 
from where we live. Neighborhood parks and 
other recreation opportunities also play a role in 
how much exercise we get. 

Land-use and transportation decisions can 
have far reaching effects on a range of health 
outcomes, besides obesity. Initiatives to increase 
physical activity can also affect respiratory health, 
mental health, and safety, to name only a few 
important outcomes. 

The health of individuals, families, and 
communities is affected by more than just the 
built environment, of course. But it is impossible 
to consider individuals’ health without taking into 
account their interactions with the environment 
in which they live. 

Built environment issues—from community 
design to neighborhood safety—often also 
highlight the relationship between equity, social 
justice, and health. For example, areas with lower 
incomes often have fewer grocery stores and parks 
and residents are at higher risk for poor health. 
Land-use and transportation plans and policies 
have the ability to support development of and 
equal access to places that encourage healthy 
eating and safe, active living.

Partnerships	in	planning
The Built Environment and Land Use Program, 
housed in Public Health’s Environmental Health 
Services Division, has been promoting the 
connection between planning and health for a 
number of years. The focus started with obesity 
prevention but has expanded to include other 
public health issues such as water and air quality, 
noise, safety, and community connections.

Essential to the Division’s successes was its 
early focus on intradepartmental collaboration and 
developing partnerships and building relationships 
with others outside the department. In 2004, staff 
from Public Health and the Seattle Department of 
Planning and Development attended a workshop 
on interagency collaboration held by NACCHO 

Julie West

La
ur

a 
S

tre
ic

he
rt

Photo: Residents on “Walk to 
Work Day” pass by a community 
garden in southeast Seattle. 
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and the American Planning Association, where 
participants strategized ideas for working together 
in the future. About the same time, Public Health 
was invited to provide input to the Puget Sound 
Regional Council’s Vision 2020, a regional plan 
for the four counties surrounding central Puget 
Sound. Public Health worked with other agencies 
and groups to encourage the inclusion of policies 
and language reflecting the relationship between 
health and the built environment. Although a full 
health chapter was not included in the plan, health 
was included in several of the plan’s areas. 

Building on these first important events, 
Public Health has continued to partner with 
organizations on many activities, with physical 
inactivity, obesity, and other environmental health 
topics at the core of the work. Three examples of 
these activities are the Design for Active Living 
Workgroup, Comprehensive Planning, and the 
Promoting Healthy Built Environments project.
Design for Active Living Workgroup. 
Keeping its focus on policy, the Design for Active 
Living Workgroup provided decision makers with 
information about linkages between planning 
choices and health. This diverse group of King 
County organizations worked together to create an 
Active Living Checklist to support incorporation 
of active living design elements into future land 
use, transportation, and capital improvement 
planning. The checklist was distributed to the 39 
municipalities in King County and was used as a 
template by the Puget Sound Clean Air Agency for 
its global warming and air quality checklist.
King County Comprehensive Planning. One 
activity with long-term health implications is 
Public Health’s work as part of a cross-disciplinary 
team updating the King County Comprehensive 
Plan. A goal is to introduce and integrate public 
health information, concepts, and new policies 
into the plan to influence areas of land-use policy 
affecting health. The team also includes such 
King County departments as Transportation, 
Agriculture and Rural Economic Development, 
Development and Environmental Services, 
Natural Resources and Parks, and the Executive’s 
Office. 
Promoting Healthy Built Environments. 
Through Public Health’s Steps to a Healthy King 
County grant, the Environmental Health Services 
Division initiated a project to promote healthy 
built environments in partnership with Feet First, 
a pedestrian advocacy organization. Potential 
development around the new Sound Transit Link 
Light Rail system, being built in the Puget Sound, 
offered the project an opportunity to explore the 
usefulness of Health Impact Assessments (HIAs) 
for taking health issues into account during 
development projects. 

HIAs offer a powerful avenue for raising 
awareness of the link between land use and health 
by evaluating plans, policies, and projects from 
a health perspective. HIAs can influence and 
support decision making by providing a set of 
recommendations that highlight practical ways to 
enhance the positive health effects of a proposal’s 
outcomes and to remove or minimize its negative 
effects. The process helps focus attention on the 
health consequences of projects and brings a 
broad understanding of health to all the partners 
and stakeholders. Public Health and Feet First, 
along with the Seattle Department of Planning 
and Development and the neighborhood Beacon 
Hill Pedestrian Group, used an HIA to examine 
potential health effects of development associated 
with the future Beacon Hill light rail station. 

The Beacon Hill HIA’s goal was to develop 
recommendations that encourage appropriate 
development compatible with the neighborhood’s 
character and needs at and near the light rail 
station and that provide for a healthy and active 
living environment. HIA activities included 
gathering information about the community’s 
assets (such as parks and other recreational 
areas, community organizations, businesses, 
transportation options, and other community 
services), reviewing neighborhood planning 
guidelines and literature that link health and 
elements of the built environment, meeting with 
community members, facilitating a walking audit, 
and holding a collaborative design session with 
community and agency stakeholders. 

The health issues that emerged for many HIA 
participants were about increasing physical activity 
opportunities, pedestrian/cyclist safety, and 
community social cohesion and connectedness. 
Discussions with residents centered on their 
definitions of a healthy neighborhood. Everyone 
agreed that good development in the area 
surrounding the new light rail station could 
contribute to the livability and walkability of the 
Beacon Hill community. The project team expects 
to deliver the results of the HIA to community 
and organization participants in spring 2008.

Moving	forward
Built environment issues are complex, with roots 
in many disciplines. Planners and health officials 
share many common goals, including anticipating 
community needs and working collaboratively to 
make our communities the best possible places to 
live. Through participation in planning, public 
health professionals can emphasize the role of 
health in meeting those goals, as well as provide 
the experience that comes with the profession’s 
long and valuable history of ensuring that the 
places where we live, work, learn, and play allow 
us to lead healthy lives. n
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Some	Definitions

Built Environment refers 
to the surroundings created 
or modified by people, 
such as homes, schools, 
workplaces,  parks and 
recreation areas, greenways, 
business areas, overhead 
and underground facilities 
(electric transmission lines, 
waste disposal sites), and 
transportation systems. 
Bikability/Walkability 
refers to aspects of the 
environment that support 
cycling and walking.




