
Since the 1950’s, community design
has favo red automobile- and spraw l -
oriented development, defined as
l ow density land use, few if any
a l t e r n a t i ves to automobiles for tra n s-
p o r tation, segregation of land uses,

and inaccessibility to some gro u p s, especially those in
inner cities. These design features are increasingly re c o g-
n i zed as significant contributo rs to a number of major
public health pro b l e m s, including chronic disease, obesity
and physical inactivity, enviro n m e n tal tox i n s, intentional
and unintentional injuries, and health disparities. Recent
urban planning move m e n t s, particularly Smart Grow t h
and Livable/ Sustainable Communities, provide alterna-
t i ves to sprawl development and the potential to cre a t e
s a f e r, more active and healthier communities. Smart
G rowth development blends housing with business and
s e r v i c e s, provides ready access to public transit, pro t e c t s
open space and rural are a s, favo rs neighborhoods that
a re safe and convenient for walking, and has a range of
housing options for people of different incomes. 

In the past year or so, re s e a rc h e rs and the media have
highlighted the positive impact of Smart Growth (pedes-
trian-oriented) development on physical activity, with its
related health benefits. Less attention has been paid to
the relationship between community design and injury
p revention. STIPDA can play a key role in more fully
bringing injury prevention professionals into the discus-
sion about the built environment, Smart Growth and
public health. 

Relationship between sprawl
and injuries
Traffic injury
Q S p rawl is a risk fa c tor for motor vehicle occupant,

pedestrian and bike - related injury and death.1

R e s e a rc h e rs created a “sprawl index” for the 101
l a rgest metro p o l i tan areas in the US and fo u n d
i n c reased sprawl correlated with increased pedestrian
and motor vehicle related fa ta l i t i e s. The 10 most
s p rawling cities had traffic death rates 50% higher
than the 10 least spraw l i n g .2

Q E n v i ronments that encourage biking and walking (tra f-
fic calming, sidewa l k s, narrow streets and pedestrian
refuge islands), found in Germany and Holland, con-
tribute to lower injury ra t e s. Per kilometer or per trip
wa l ked, American pedestrians are 3 times more like l y

to get killed than Germans, and 6 times more than
D u tch. Bicyclists are 2 times more likely to get killed
in the US than in Germany and 3 times more like l y
than in Holland.3

Q The hostile environment for bike rs and pedestrians
contributes to the problem of lack of physical activity.
Residents who view bicycling and walking within their
communities as unsafe are less likely to engage in this
form of activity.4 And, they do not want their childre n
to walk or bike to school or other places in the com-
m u n i t y.5

Violence
A A recent study showed increased neighborhood safety

to be significantly associated with increased phys i c a l
a c t i v i t y, even controlling for demogra p h i c s.6

A Crime Prevention Theory of Enviro n m e n tal Design
(CPTED) was developed seve ral decades ago to re d u c e
community violence. Its principles—increasing the visi-
bility of peoples’ activity through residential design and
mixing commercial and residential areas (“eyes on the
s t reet”), deliberately creating public spaces, and main-
taining order and cleanliness—have proven effective in
reducing violence and crime in many cities.7

A The Local Government Commission’s Center for Liva b l e
Communities makes the fo l l owing zoning re c o m m e n d a-
tions to increase community safety: create community
space such as parks and communal gardens; pro m o t e
m i xed use and a variety of housing types; rev i ve dow n-
towns with increased housing; promote narrow stre e t s
and traffic-calming measure s.8

Disabilities
A Lack of sidewa l k s, access to public tra n s p o r tation, and

residential isolation become critical health issues fo r
people with disabilities, limiting their ability to esta b l i s h
connections to their community, get to or use health
c a re fa c i l i t i e s, and remain physically active.9 These limi-
tations are particularly acute in suburban and rural set-
tings with no mass transit and long distances betwe e n
housing, shopping, and services.

A Communities that are compact and wa l kable and have
user-friendly tra n s p o r tation systems are more accessi-
ble to persons with disabilities, enabling them to shop
and work where they re s i d e. Elderly residents will
d e r i ve the same benefits.
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The role of state injury
prevention staff
The fo l l owing list is intended to serve as a starting point fo r
discussion among STIPDA members. It suggests possible
ways injury prevention staff can become invo l ved in Smart
G rowth initiatives and other land use and tra n s p o r ta t i o n
planning effo r t s.

• Partner with others in the state health department who
h ave an interest in the health benefits of modifying the
built environment, e.g., mental health, enviro n m e n ta l
health, health promotion/ chronic disease, epidemiology,
older adult health. 

• Assist in data collection efforts to document the effects of
modifying the built environment on rates of injury due to
t raffic, walking, biking, and violence. These efforts could
be guided by CDC’s re s e a rch agenda, “The impact of
community design and land-use choices on public health:
A scientific re s e a rch agenda,” which includes questions
related to injury and violence.10

• C o o rdinate bike and pedestrian safety initiatives (re l a t e d
to the built environment vs. education) with other health
department projects promoting physical activity (e. g . ,
Safe Routes to School).

• Work with state tra n s p o r tation offices to integrate safe-
ty into tra n s p o r tation planning and traffic engineering
p ra c t i c e s.

• Participate in state Smart Growth netwo r k s, bringing to
the table data on the impact of modern community
design and the potential benefits of Smart Growth initia-
t i ves as well as access to local public health coalitions
and pro f e s s i o n a l s.

• P rovide re s e a rch and pro g ram ideas related to safety and
the built environment to local health departments and
local public health advocacy gro u p s. 

• Ad vocate for/participate in the development of model
zoning codes that use health-promoting community
design. Seve ral states have produced these for considera-
tion by their local gove r n m e n t s.11

• Build the capacity of local pro g rams through seed gra n t s,
t raining and education/access to re s o u rc e s.

The role of STIPDA
The fo l l owing suggestions are intended as a starting point
for discussions about the role of STIPDA in efforts to pro-
mote health and safety through land use and tra n s p o r ta-
tion planning.

At the national level
• Join national initiatives seeking to integrate public health

concerns into community design and to advocate fo r
Smart Growth and other health-promoting community
design stra t e g i e s. Some of the key partners addre s s i n g
public health and community design are listed on the
fo l l owing page.

• Build awa reness and invo l vement on these issues among
the country’s injury control community. Sponsor ses-
sions on the connection between injury prevention, com-
munity design and Smart Growth at: APHA, Smart
G rowth confere n c e s, NACCHO and ASTHO confere n c e s,
health pro m o t i o n / p hysical activity confere n c e s, national
injury control confere n c e s.

• Begin to define a role for the injury control community
on issues of health, community design and the move-
ment for Smart Growth/pedestrian-oriented design.

At the state and regional level
• P rovide STIPDA members with case studies that demon-

s t rate the role state injury prevention professionals can
p l ay in promoting safety through land use and tra n s-
p o r tation planning. 

• E n c o u rage regional injury prevention networks to discuss
the issue.

• Support state and regional training: provide info r m a t i o n
and ideas about the link between injury and community
design that STIPDA members can present at state injury
p revention, traffic safety, public health, and Smart
G rowth confere n c e s. 

• P rovide STIPDA members with contacts in their sta t e
Smart Growth and bike/pedestrian advocacy org a n i za-
tions and their state tra n s p o r tation and planning offices.

• Encourage Federal funding to address CDC’s Research
Agenda to examine the link between community
design and injuries related to traffic, violence, senior
injuries, etc. 

• P rovide STIPDA members with tools and information on
health and land use and tra n s p o r tation planning that
t h ey can share with local public health agencies and
a d vo c a t e s.
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Resources

Key partners 
C e n t e rs for Disease Control and Preve n t i o n
Ac t i ve Community Environments Initiative
w w w. c d c . g ov / n c c d p h p / d n p a / a c e s. h t m

E n v i ro n m e n tal Protection Agency
D evelopment, Community, and 

E n v i ronment Division (MC 1807 T )
US Enviro n m e n tal Protection Agency
1200 Pe n n sy l vania Avenue NW
Wa s h i n g ton, DC 20460
2 0 2 - 5 6 6 - 2 8 7 8
s m a r t g row t h @ e p a . g ov 

Fe d e ral Highway Ad m i n i s t ra t i o n
Smart Growth Initiative s
400 7th Street, S.W.
Wa s h i n g ton, D.C. 20590
h t t p : / / w w w. f h wa . d o t . g ov / p l a n n i n g / s g i n d ex . h t m

F u n d e r ’s Network for Smart Growth and 
L i vable Communities

150 SE 2nd Ave
Miami, FL 331 31
305-377-4484 ext 15
w w w. f u n d e rs n e t wo r k . o rg

Local Government Commission Center for 
L i vable Communities

1 414 K St. 
S a c ra m e n to, CA 9581 4
91 6 - 4 4 8 - 11 9 8
w w w. l g c . o rg

National Association of County and City Health Officials
Land Use Planning Pro j e c t
1100 17th Street, Second Floor
Wa s h i n g ton, DC 20036
Ph: (202) 783-5550 
w w w. n a c c h o . o rg

National Center for Bicycling and Wa l k i n g
1506 21st St. NW
Wa s h i n g ton DC 20036
h t t p : / / w w w. b i kewa l k . o rg / i n d ex . h t m

Pedestrian and Bicycle Information Center 
730 Airport Rd. Suite 300
Chapel Hill, NC 27599-3430
w w w. wa l k i n g i n fo . o rg  www. b i c yc l i n g i n fo . o rg

Robert Wood Johnson Fo u n d a t i o n
Ac t i ve Living Pro g ram 
PO Box 231 6
P r i n c e ton, NJ 08543-231 6
w w w. r w j f . o rg

Smart Growth America
1200 18th Street NW
Suite 801
Wa s h i n g ton, DC 20036
2 0 2 - 2 07 - 3 3 4 9
w w w. s m a r t g row t h a m e r i c a . o rg

Useful background reading
American Journal of Public Health, September 2003
Special issue on the Built Environment and Health

American Journal of Health Promotion, 
September/ October 2003
Special issue on Health Promoting Community Design

C reating a healthy environment: The impact of the built
e n v i ronment on public health. Jackson R. and Ko c h t i t z k y
C. Sprawl Wa tch Clearinghouse Monograph Series.
h t t p : / / w w w. c d c . g ov / h e a l t hy p l a c e s / a r t i c l e s / C re a t i n g % 2 0 A %
2 0 H e a l t hy % 2 0 E n v i ro n m e n t . p d f

Health and Smart Growth: Building Health, Promoting 
Ac t i ve Communities.  Funder’s Network for Smart Grow t h
and Livable Communities, 2003
w w w. f u n d e rs n e t wo r k . o rg

Traffic Safety and Community Design
N ACCHO Fact Sheet No. 12
h t t p : / / a rc h i ve. n a c c h o . o rg / D o c u m e n t s / Tra f f i c - S a f e t y - a n d -
C o m m u n i t y - D e s i g n - Fa c t - S h e e t . p d f
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D eveloped by Chris Miara, EDC and Tina Ze n zola, Safe and Healthy Communities Consulting
for STIPDA 2004 annual meeting. Not for Distribution
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