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INTRODUCTION

In recent years recognition has been growing that land use policies and development patterns may have significant effects on long-term public health. In addition to the national attention that has been accorded this issue, the Puget Sound Regional Council and King County are each pursuing policy initiatives to support improving the public’s health through land use planning. 

In 2005 the state legislature enacted Senate Bill 5186, which highlights the connections among local comprehensive plans, physical activity and the maintenance of good health.  The act adds the following to the Growth Management Act’s description of elements that are to be included in local comprehensive plans:
Wherever possible, the land use element should consider utilizing urban planning approaches that promote physical activity.

The new legislation also adds a new required subelement for the transportation element of comprehensive plans:
Pedestrian and bicycle component to include collaborative efforts to identify and designate planned improvements for pedestrian and bicycle facilities and corridors that address and encourage enhanced community access and promote healthy lifestyles.
Earlier this year, staff from the Seattle King County Public Health Department approached the Growth Management Planning Council’s interjurisdictional staff team to see whether and how concerns about protecting and enhancing public health could be integrated into the county’s growth management planning.  This request grew out of the Health Department’s focus on how the built environment can influence public health.
The CPPs already address land use patterns and transportation facilities – two major components of the built environment that can potentially affect the health of residents.  For instance, distances between homes and employment or shopping can affect the relative reliance on automobiles and therefore the likelihood that people would choose to walk or bike between these activities.  Increased opportunities for physical activity, like walking, can decrease the potential for obesity, diabetes and heart problems. Also, a transportation system that reduces the use of cars can prevent the worsening of air quality.  Lower car usage can lead to a reduction in asthma and other respiratory problems that are attributed to poor air quality and can decrease the likelihood of injury-causing accidents.  
This report outlines some of the current information of the subject and seeks direction from the GMPC as to whether the CPPs should be amended to encourage jurisdictions to consider the public health implications of their comprehensive plans.
RESEARCH
A number of recent studies have drawn connections between how communities are designed and the health of their residents.  For instance, The National Academy of Sciences’ assessment on childhood obesity recommended incorporating active living concepts into local planning and zoning and suggested implementation of programs that promote nutrition and regular physical activity and the establishment or enhancement of sidewalks, bike paths, parks and playgrounds, and other recreational facilities.

King County participated in a Land Use, Transportation, Air Quality and Health (LUTAQH) study, carried out by Dr. Larry Frank of the University of British Columbia.  Key findings of that study include:

1) More compact development, wider variety of land uses close to home and work, and a more complete street network with pedestrian facilities can help achieve the following goals:

· Increase in transportation efficiency;

· Reduction in automobile dependence;

· Reduction in ozone;

· Improved regional air quality; and

· Improved health.

2) Residents walk more in neighborhoods that provide a variety of retail services and where complete street networks exist.

3) Transit and walking complement each other.

4) Residents in most compact areas drive 28% less than those in most sprawling areas of the county.

5) Increased residential density, street connectivity, and land use mix near home and work is associated with significantly lower per capita vehicle emissions.

6) Residents of the most walkable areas of King County are less likely to be overweight and more likely to report being physically active.

The LUTAQH study revealed that higher residential density, intersection density, and land use mix at places of residence and employment were associated with significant reductions in per capita generation of both nitrogen oxides and volatile organic chemicals.  Mixed land use in the vicinity of the home reduced emissions the most. The production of CO2 also declines with higher residential density, improved street connectivity, and the number of retail uses near the home.  

A similar study in Atlanta made national news with its findings that link obesity to community design, time spent driving and distances people walk. 

The United States Bureau of Transportation Statistics’ survey of travel and automobile ownership in all U.S. metropolitan areas shows that increasing household densities directly correlates to lower average automobile ownership.  
A 1996 the U.S. Surgeon General report titled Physical Activity and Health found that significant health benefits can be obtained through moderate activity.  It cited walking and bicycling as two types of physical activity that are easy to adopt and adhere to over the long term. 
Current Policies
The CPPs do not directly connect the county’s growth strategy to health benefits.  For the most part, the references to public health now in the CPPs are about “traditional” health facilities – community health clinics, and water supply systems and septic systems in the rural area.  Protecting public health is also one of the reasons given for policies directing identification and regulation of environmentally critical areas.  The following are representative examples of how existing policies in the CPPs address public health:

CA-5  All jurisdictions shall adopt policies to protect the quality and quantity of groundwater where appropriate: 

a.  Jurisdictions that are included in Ground Water Management Plans shall support the development, adoption, and implementation of the Plans; and 

b.  The Seattle-King County Department of Public Health and affected jurisdictions shall develop Countywide policies outlining best management practices within aquifer recharge areas to protect public health; and 

c.  King County and groundwater purveyors including cities, special purpose districts, and others should jointly: 

1.  Prepare groundwater recharge area maps using common criteria and 

incorporating information generated by Ground Water Management Plans and 

purveyor studies;  

2.  Develop a process by which land use jurisdictions will review, concur with, 

and implement, as appropriate, purveyor Wellhead Protection Programs 

required by the Federal Safe Drinking Water Act;  

3.  Determine which portions of mapped recharge areas and Wellhead Protection 

Areas should be designated as critical; and  

4.  Update critical areas maps as new information about recharge areas and 

Wellhead Protection Areas becomes available. 

FW-31  Protection of public health and safety and the environment shall be given high priority in decision-making about infrastructure improvements.  County residents in both Urban and Rural Areas shall have reasonable access to a high-quality drinking water source meeting all Federal and State drinking water requirements.  Management and operation of existing on-site septic systems shall not result in adverse impacts to public health or the environment. 

CO-14  Sewer expansion shall not occur in Rural Areas and resource lands except where needed to address specific health and safety problems threatening structures permitted before July 1, 1992 or the needs of public facilities such as schools.  Sewers may be extended only if they are tightlined and only after a finding is made that no alternative technologies are feasible.  Mechanisms to reduce cost and limit the number of individual hookups shall be explored and actions recommended to the Growth Management Planning Council. 

While they are not specific about the link between land use and public health, many of the CPPs’ current provisions for managing growth will likely have positive effects on health.  For instance, the urban growth boundary and the urban centers strategy directing population and employment growth to existing urban areas help reduce distances between home and other activities.  These policies are partially intended to reduce the use of motorized vehicles and the potential air quality impacts of more driving.  

The existing criteria for designating urban centers, found in LU-45, can increase the desirability of traveling by means other than a car.  They can also make for a more healthful environment by, for instance, putting more “eyes on the street” and therefore increasing the sense of community and the perception of public safety.  The urban center criteria include:

· pedestrian mobility, bicycle use and transit use 

· a target housing density and mix of use 

· a wide range of capital improvement projects, such as street improvements, schools, parks and open space, public art and community facilities; 

· superior urban design 

· facilities to meet human service needs

Other current policies in the CPPs (e.g. FW-18 and T-7) that promote the development and use of high capacity transit and non-motorized travel modes  also contribute to more healthful communities, as do existing policies CA-14 and CA-15 that aim to improve regional water and air quality.
Potential GMPC Action
The IJT recommends that the GMPC consider adding a brief discussion and new policy to the CPPs, following current policy LU 30.

Research has demonstrated that there is a clear link between land use patterns and the health of citizens.  Land use patterns, once established, are extremely hard to modify.  Jurisdictions can use their comprehensive planning processes to consider land use patterns that increase the potential for physical activity and reduce the reliance on automobiles.  Possible considerations in such a pattern could include:  connections within and between neighborhoods; access to transit and other alternatives to driving; proximity of employment and retail services to residential areas; access to opportunities for physical activities such as walking or biking; proximity to parks and other recreational activities; and the ability for school children to walk to school.

LU-XX In their comprehensive plans, jurisdictions should consider the human health implications of land use and transportation decisions.  Among the factors jurisdictions could consider are:

· The health-related benefits of clean air, clean water and contamination-free soils;
· Transportation systems that provide for connected sidewalks, safe crosswalks and trails; 
· Compact land use patterns that make efficient use of transit service and that promote walking and biking to services and public facilities such as open space, libraries, schools and community centers;

· A mix of residential, employment, retail and recreational uses, particularly in designated urban centers and activity areas;
Effect of New Policy

Most jurisdictions in the county adopted major revisions to their comprehensive plans in 2004.  The next state-mandated review and update of comprehensive plans is due in 2011, and it is possible that some jurisdictions would not implement a new CPP in their comprehensive plans until then.  However, in the interim, some jurisdictions may be planning for urban centers or other activity areas, or revising other aspects of their plans.  The proposed new policy would provide broad guidance to jurisdictions to help them address their obligations under the recent state legislation within a consistent framework across the county.  Within this framework, jurisdictions would have latitude as to how they proceed. 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Direct staff to prepare a Motion adopting the proposed new Countywide Planning Policy for consideration at the September 15, 2005 GMPC meeting.

