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Policy, Design, and Planning for 

HEALTHY COMMUNITIES
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Making the healthy choice the easy choice takes policy-level interventions 
that change communities. 
Alta provides tailored technical assistance for maximizing the use of public right-of-way to promote active 
living. Our work serves to make individuals healthier while also improving the state of community health.

SPECIFIC POLICY AND DESIGN 
GUIDANCE 
Alta completed a Healthy Communities Report for 
the Los Angeles County Department of Regional 
Planning that featured recommendations for County 
policies and code in relation to each of these issues: 

• Compliance with relevant state and federal law

• Consistency with LEED-ND criteria

• “Complete Streets” policies and cross sections

• Neighborhood pattern and block assembly

• Civic spaces (parks, greens, squares, plazas and 
playgrounds)

• Paths (paseos, trails, bike lanes)

• Street lighting

• Building orientation and setbacks

• Building treatments

• Parking facility design and requirements

• Bicycle facilities (including parking and user 
amenities)

• Transit station/stop facilities

• Walls and fences (location, height, materials, 
screening)

• Utilities (screening and location)

• Landscaping and signage 

Alta Planning + Design

POLICY SUPPORT FOR 
ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION

Los Angeles County Healthy Communities 
Report
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IMPROVING ACCESS TO PARKS
Alta collaborated with the Consortium to Lower Obesity in Chicago Children, the Chicago Park District, and 
the Chicago Department of Transportation to develop the Make Way for Play Guide. The purpose of the guide 
is to offset the health risks associated with sedentary lifestyles through the encouragement of physical activity 
and play in parks and the public right-of-way. The guide provides tools to improve pedestrian, bicycle, and 
transit access to Chicago’s parks and provides policy recommendations to improve collaboration between 
multiple stakeholders.

The project team explored strategies that range from improving crossings of busy roads around parks to 
creating temporary, protected play spaces on neighborhood streets and in other public areas. Also integral to 
the project were enforcement and encouragement strategies and the adoption of new policies to coordinate 
the efforts of the transportation and park agencies.

Make Way for Play Guide, Chicago
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COMMUNITIES PUTTING PREVENTION TO 
WORK POLICIES
Alta is working on several projects around the 
country for Communities Putting Prevention to 
Work (CPPW), led by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC). Alta is helping 
communities in South Carolina, Montana, California 
and Washington to implement environmental 
changes to make healthy living easier by improving 
means for safe transportation for pedestrian, 
bicyclists, and mass transit users.

TRAINING ADVOCATES FOR HEALTHY 
COMMUNITIES
Alta reviewed long range planning documents for 
Whatcom County in Washington and provided 
specific recommendations for integrating active 
living and healthy eating policy into each element of 
the plans. Alta also trained staff from seven counties 
on using health indicators and policy development 
to support physical activity and healthy eating. 

Federal Way/334th In Seattle

Crossing guard, King County, Washington

Policy Support: Linking Active Transportation and Healthy Eating
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PLANNING FOR HEALTHY EATING AND ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION
»» Alta developed a green infrastructure-based 
regional park assessment for the Portland-
Vancouver metropolitan area. The system, called 
the Intertwine, includes 30,000 acres of trails, 
public parks, and recreation land. A literature 
review of scientific and peer-reviewed studies 
showed the health benefits related to access to 
nature. This work helped inform the development 
of an initial set of health indicators, such as 
obesity rates, air quality conditions, and mental 
health to correlate against the physical parkland 
and trail inventory. Based on the availability 
and granularity of health data pertinent to the 
metro region, estimates were made of the total 
annual caloric expenditure from physical activity 
that occurs through use of the Intertwine. 
The resulting study provides a framework 
for further investments in trails and parks. 

»» Alta considered access to healthy food, health 
care, and other destinations when preparing 
the Montana Complete Streets Toolkit which is 
now a resource to engineers for creating safe 
streets that allow access and travel by walking, 
rolling, bicycling, and public transportation.

»» For the Maline Greenway project in St. Louis, Alta 
provided the concept for a bicycle boulevard that 
will also connect to downtown Ferguson, which 
is the location of the Ferguson Farmers Market.

»» Alta worked with six cities in King County, 
Washington, to develop policies that will 
support healthier communities through food 
access, transportation, and land use 

»» Access to grocery stores was mapped (at right) as 
part of the Health Impact Assessment for the City 
of Wilmington and New Hanover Comprehensive 
Greenway Plan in North Carolina. Those who live 
within 1.5 miles of grocery stores can reasonably 
bike there if bicycle facilities and greenways 
are available. Increasing bikeway miles will thus 
increase safe places to be physically active, 
as well as provide access to healthy foods.

Alta’s planners and designers believe access to healthy food, active 
recreation and active transportation options are inseparably linked 
components of a healthy community.

City of Wilmington and New Hanover 
Comprehensive Greenway Plan
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Alta designers focus exclusively on transportation plans, programs, 
and projects that result in more active, healthy, and therefore livable 
communities. 
The built environment must be made safe, convenient, and pleasant for pedestrians and bicyclists by 
minimizing hazards, improving accessibility and increasing attractiveness.

SAN MATEO COUNTY HEALTH SYSTEM’S

Bike Map
Hillsdale Caltrain to 37th Ave Campus 
(225 37th Ave) – 6 to 11 minutes
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ENCOURAGEMENT STRATEGIES FOR 
ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION
Alta is supporting the San Mateo County Health 
System in its initiative to increase the number of 
employees who walk, bike, and use transit to and 
from work. Alta designed their bike parking, walking, 
and biking maps for travel between transit hubs and 
several key destinations in San Mateo County. 

Alta Planning + Design

DESIGNING INFRASTRUCTURE  
TO INCREASE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention estimates that “creating 
and improving places to be active 
can result in a 25 percent increase 
in the percentage of people who 
exercise at least three times per 
week.”

Active transportation maps for San Mateo 
County Health System

DESIGN AND PLANNING STRATEGIES 
FOR ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION
Alta is working as part of a team to develop a 
new corridor planning framework for FHWA 
that intergrate health impacts and assets in the 
process.  The new framework is intended to support 
transportation design strategies that are health 
promoting.  
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20             HEALTHY CITY HEIGHTS A RESIDENT’S GUIDE 2011

ACCESS TO PARKS AND RECREATION IN CITY HEIGHTS

HEALTH EQUITY BY DESIGN
Alta partnered with community-based organizations and the County of San Diego’s Health and Human 
Services Agency to use maps and outreach to analyze health equity in neighborhoods. Alta used GIS to 
map public infrastructure and access to goods and services as well as parks, open space, and recreational 
facilities. The team looked at areas where design would increase accessibility, beauty, safety, and cleanliness 
of public spaces, as well as access to daily goods and services including financial services and healthy foods.

Neighborhood-by-neighborhood equity 
analysis, San Diego County
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Link
•	 Street	as	a	facility	for	the	
movement	of	people

•	 Connect	people	from		
Point	A	to	Point	B

Place
•	 Street	as	a	destination	
in	its	own	right

COMPLETE STREETS FOR ACTIVE 
TRANSPORTATION
A community with a Complete Streets policy 
designs and operates streets to make it easy for 
people to get the physical activity that is crucial to 
preventing obesity. Alta has been working to make 
our communities’ streets and roads ‘Complete’ 
since it was founded in 1996. We have been at the 
forefront of every new type of service, from multi-
modal corridor plans to streetscape projects, Main 
Streets, and Complete Streets. 

Alta produced Complete Streets Guidelines for 
Edmonton in Alberta, Canada

Alta developed Complete and Green Streets 
Guidelines for Cleveland, Ohio
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DESIGN TOOLKITS FOR ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION
The toolkits for the Make Way for Play Guide in Chicago offered a selection of potential treatments suitable 
in different park, roadway, and intersection contexts. Many of the design ideas can be used to reconfigure 
neighborhood streets to better support play and physical activity, regardless of park proximity.

Alta develops design toolkits to serve as guidance for the development of street 
improvement projects that enhance the built environment for bicyclists and 
pedestrians.
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64

Main Street, Neighborhood Street, 
Internal Traffi  c Street, Home Zone

Connector

Thoroughfare

COST: $$COST: $$

PARK TYPE

TYPICAL 
APPLICATIONS

STREET TYPE

ADDITIONAL 
RESOURCES

APBP Bike Parking Guidelines

Complete Streets Chicago: Design 
Guidelines (2012)

INTERSECTION TYPE

COST: $

Main Street, Neighborhood Street, 
Internal Traffi  c Street, Home Zone

Connector

Thoroughfare

Addresses Impact
Somewhat Addresses Impact
Does Not Address Impact

TO STREETS MATRIX
TO INTERSECTIONS MATRIX

Addresses Impact
Somewhat Addresses Impact
Does Not Address Impact

TREATMENT IMPACT

Addresses Impact
Somewhat Addresses Impact
Does Not Address Impact

LOW 
CAPACITY

MED
CAPACITY

HIGH
CAPACITY

Freeway, linear park, railroad 
adjacent

LIMITED
ACCESS

Mini Park, Neighborhood Park 
and Passive Park

Regional Park, Community Park, 
Forest Preserve, Boulevard System 
and Greenway

Magnet Park and Citywide Park

LOW
DRAW

MED
DRAW

HIGH
DRAW

Signalized Intersection

Interchange

6-way Signal

Roundabout or Traffi  c Circle

Stop/Yield Controlled

Uncontrolled

Mid-block Crosswalk

 BIKE PARKING

BIKE PARKING at parks encourages visitors to ride their bikes to access the park. Providing 
secure and abundant bike parking options inside parks allows visitors to enjoy their desired 
park activities free from worry about theft and vandalism to their bicycle. On-street bike corral 
parking may also be considered in areas of commercial activity that are on the park’s periphery, 
or where space within the park is constrained. Bike parking should be provided as close to park 
amenities and destinations as possible. Care should be taken to ensure that proper sidewalk 
clearance is maintained adjacent to bike parking.

Designated bike parking encourages riders to park out 
of the way of other patrons

Main Street, Neighborhood Street, 
Internal Traffi  c Street, Home Zone

Connector

Thoroughfare

Helps reduce motor vehicle 
travel speeds

Decreases pedestrian crossing 
distance

Increases pedestrian visibility

Increases motorist yield 
behavior

Increases separation between 
motorists and pedestrians

Increases separation between 
motorists and bicyclists

Improves bicyclist navigation

Creates a public space for social 
activity and play

Increases bicyclist visibility

Reduces cut-through motor 
vehicle traffi  c

Reduces motor vehicle traffi  c 
volumes

Page from Design Toolkit for Chicago’s “Make 
Way for Play”
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Alta uses data-driven methodology to quantify the health benefits of active 
transportation. 

BENEFITS MODELING
Alta has over a decade of experience calculating health benefits, as well as many other benefits of active 
transportation. We use a data-driven methodology recognized by the FHWA to quantify the benefits of 
bicycling and walking in a community; the Alta Bicycle & Pedestrian Demand & Benefits Analysis has been 
included in dozens of master plans across the United States. The analysis estimates bicycling and walking 
trips in the community using national data and provides total activity estimates. Then, using the results 
of published health, transportation, and environmental studies, the activity estimates are translated into 
benefits such as hours of physical activity, reduced vehicle emissions, and transportation cost savings. 

Alta’s experience analyzing bicycling and walking demand has shown that even in areas with low rates of 
walking and bicycling, active transportation generates a significant amount of physical activity. By making 
investments in walking, bicycling, and transit and shifting travel to active modes, communities can generate 
substantial public health benefits. 

Alta Planning + Design

QUANTIFYING THE BENEFITS 
OF ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION

Northwest Arkansas Razorback Regional Greenway: TIGER II Grant

~ 18 ~

to reduced fuel use and cost savings to the region. 
Reducing dependence on oil imports for transportation 
has implications for sustainability of both the region 
and nation as whole. Local projects that build multi-
modal capacity are one of the key elements of reducing 
national reliance on fuel imports. 

v. Safety
The current lack of dedicated bicycle and pedestrian 
facilities discourages use and puts cyclists and pedes-
trians at greater risk. In Benton and Washington 
counties there were 21 fatalities involving bicyclists 
and pedestrians from 2004 to 2008. Recent evidence 
from the top U.S. bicycling cities shows that higher 
rates of bicycling and walking can actually reduce 
crash rates. For example, in Portland, Oregon, the rate 
of bicycling increased 148 percent while fatalities have 
remained stable from 1998-2008. In recent years, as the 
mode share in Portland has increased, there have been 
multiple years with zero fatalities involving bicyclists. 

A study published in 2003 in Injury Prevention found 
that there is an inverse relationship between the amount 
of bicycling and walking and the likelihood that any 
given bicyclist or pedestrian will be struck by a motorist. 
When the rate of bicycling and walking doubles in a 

community, the risk of crash to individuals decreases 
by one third. The finding was verified across commu-
nities of varying size and land use pattern, as well as 
in different countries. There is strength in numbers; 
increasing walking and bicycling in northwest Arkansas 
will improve safety for all road users.

Improved infrastructure can help to reduce conflict 
points between motorized vehicles and pedestrians 
and bicyclists. The proposed corridor will be designed 
in most areas to provide a complete off-road option 
for non-motorized transportation. The Greenway will 
separate bicycle and pedestrian ways from the street, 
making safer and more comfortable connections for 
alternative modes. In places where the trail will inter-
face with the existing roadway network, state-of-the-art 
design practice will ensure that all road users have clear 
instruction about how to share the space and navi-
gate intersections with the trail safely. In addition, the 
region’s communities are in the process of developing 
Complete Streets, Safe Routes to Schools and Bicycle 
Friendly Communities projects that will connect to the 
Greenway.

Crashes have real costs to individuals and communi-
ties. The benefit-cost analysis estimates that the region 
will save $25 million over a 20-year horizon by reducing 
existing crash rates. 

Benefits Summary 
Year 2015* 2020* 2030*

Discounted Project Total BenefitProject Year 5 10 20

State of Good Repair Benefits

Reduced Road Maintenance Costs $243,491 $623,686 $2,536,592 $6,316,511

Economic Competitiveness Benefits

Reduced Costs of Traffic Congestion $71,301 $182,631 $742,780 $1,849,637

Reduced Economic Costs of Oil Imports $32,378 $82,935 $337,304 $839,941

Livability Benefits

Healthcare Cost Savings of Active Transportation $52,918 $113,500 $277,510 $987,630

Reduced Household Transportation Spending $1,162,227 $3,117,289 $14,461,580 $33,105,686

Reduced Vehicle Trips

Reduced Vehicle Trips 665,078 2,028,139 8,772,715 59,529,195

Increased Bicycling and Walking Trips

Increased Bicycling Trips 578,869 1,725,877 8,338,834 54,002,341

Increased Walking Trips 285,162 886,701 2,655,025 21,553,896

Reduced Vehicle Miles Traveled

VMT Reduction 1,136,950 3,469,733 16,571,263 107,703,796

Sustainability Benefits

Reduced Carbon Dioxide Emissions (tons) 462 1,411 6,740 43,809

Other Reduced Emissions (tons) 18 56 269 1,748

Value of Reduced Carbon Dioxide Emissions $33,958 $91,922 $437,327 $985,520

Value of Other Reduced Emissions $12,081 $42,885 $42,885 $370,732

Safety Benefits

Reduced Vehicle Crash Costs $973,966 $2,494,743 $10,146,370 $25,266,044

*Undiscounted Annual Benefit

Cost-benefit analysis for successful TIGER II 
grant application
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HEALTH IMPACT ASSESSMENT
Health Impact Assessments (HIA) can be used to 
integrate healthy community design and evidence-
based health strategies into community planning, 
transportation, and land use decision-making 
processes. 

In an effort to integrate healthy design into 
Wilmington and New Hanover County’s 
Comprehensive Greenway Plan in North Carolina, 
Alta completed an HIA as part of the planning 
process. Alta reviewed community health 
assessments, GIS data, and relevant literature to 
evaluate the impact of bicycle and pedestrian 
facilities. Alta worked with local stakeholders to 
develop a health impact logic model that graphically 
represents potential health impacts, demonstrating 
the benefits of active transportation and helping 
decision makers with future planning efforts.

ASSESSING HEALTH BENEFITS AND 
PRIORITIES
For the Davidson, North Carolina, Active 
Transportation Master Plan HIA, Alta developed 
quantitative estimates of economic and health 
impacts of increased bicycling and walking rates in 
the Town. 

The HIA analysis also mapped populations in the 
community most at risk for health disparities; 
showed how these communities fare in terms of 
bicycle and pedestrian access to major destinations 
including schools, parks, shopping, and transit; 
and used this analysis to prioritize bicycle and 
pedestrian investments.
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GIS MODELS
Alta uses GIS models to identify high-priority communities and to assess them for walking and bikeability. 
These models have a variety of applications such as Safe Routes to School, transit access studies, bike share 
feasibility studies, health impact assessments, and master plans. They include the Social / Health Equity, 
Pedestrian Suitability Index (PSI) and Bicycle Suitability Index (BSI). 

In Davidson, North Carolina, Alta used the models to help prioritize where projects should be developed to 
improve public safety and increase physical activity through improved walking environments. 

Social and health equity model
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STATEWIDE PLANNING FOR HEALTH
The North Carolina Statewide Pedestrian and Bicycle Transportation Plan was created with the goal of 
contributing to public health by providing active living environments with safe, connected, accessible 
facilities, along with programs that encourage walking and bicycling. The plan calls for a health impact 
assessment to measure physical inactivity rates, obesity rates, pedestrian and bicyclist crash and fatality 
rates relative to other states, health care costs, and percent of projects that are ADA-compliant.

The plan emphasizes that public health impacts of the transportation system extend beyond physical 
inactivity and obesity. By shifting more North Carolinians to walking and bicycling for transportation, even 
for short trips, the state will reduce automobile emissions and improve air quality. Cleaner air leads to fewer 
symptoms and illnesses for those suffering from asthma and other chronic respiratory conditions.

 

Better 
Air Quality

Fewer 
Respiratory 

Illnesses

Active Transportation: Pathway to Health

Active 
Transportation 

System

Increased
Physical Activity

(Walking +
Bicycling)

Reduced
Obesity +

Overweight

Less
Diabetes

High Blood Pressure
Certain Cancers

Depression

Fewer Chronic
Disease Deaths
Increased Life
Expectancy

Better Mental Health
Quality of Life

GRANT APPLICATIONS FOR ACTIVE 
TRANSPORTATION PROJECTS
Alta managed the Roads to Recovery TIGER grant 
application process for an integrated regional on- 
and off-street walking and bicycling network, which 
resulted in a $10 million grant award for Birmingham, 
Alabama. 

As part of the grant application, Alta prepared a 
benefit-cost analysis methodology that quantified 
the value of transportation, health, and air quality 
benefits that will result from the TIGER investment. 
The analysis considers different impact areas for 
bicycling and walking activity, and evaluates the 
impact of utilitarian and school trips in addition to 
journey-to-work trips. The calculation also considers 
local travel patterns, trip distances, and public 
health data to create a more complete picture of the 
impacts of mode shift towards bicycling and walking 
that will result from the TIGER-funded multimodal 
corridor and related facilities.
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Neighborhood bikeways create calm and 
livable streets
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Trails provide opportunities for physical 
activity in rural communities



 Contact:

Alta Planning + Design

711 SE Grand Avenue

 Portland, OR  97214

 Phone: (503) 230-9862

healthyplaces@altaplanning.com


