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Complete Streets Legislation
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Issue  
The Finger Lakes Health Systems Agency (FLHSA), located in Rochester (Monroe County), has undertaken a multi-pronged initiative to address escalating rates of adult and child obesity and concomitant increases in diabetes.  Over 60% of Monroe County adults are overweight or obese.  Even more alarming is that nearly one-third of Monroe County children ages 2-18 are overweight or obese.  The percentage of adults who now report that they have been told they have diabetes has spiked sharply in the last six years, jumping from 5% to 10%.  Significant racial disparities in both rates of overweight/obesity and diabetes are evident.  For this reason, the proposed project will focus on the City of Rochester, where 80% of the County’s African American and two-thirds of its Latino residents live. Activities will emphasize neighborhoods with especially high poverty rates.

Intervention

The City of Rochester has a large inventory of abandoned houses, many in the poorest neighborhoods, and is planning to demolish many, creating an increasing number of vacant lots. This effort creates a critical juncture for developing land use policies and zoning ordinances that will promote physical activity, and create safe, walkable neighborhoods.  Expert review and analysis of current policies and ordinances to develop and implement policy changes that will foster healthy neighborhoods is central to building healthy neighborhoods intervention.
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In November 2011, Healthi Kids convened a full-day workshop of community partners to discuss making Complete Streets an integral part of the City of Rochester's planning and policy decision-making. Healthi Kids and Coalition members, organizations, and agencies brought in a regional expert to train 40-residents on Complete Streets and utilized that training to prepare for advocacy efforts for a Complete Streets Ordinance in the City of Rochester.  
New York Department of Health funds were utilized to provide materials to participants, as well lunch for participants, and the fees to cover the space and speaker.  Additional support from the Greater Rochester Health Foundation and the AARP helped make the day a great success.
Thankfully, Healthi Kids encountered few challenges on the road to Complete Streets.  The City of Rochester’s transportation engineer is a great partner to the initiative, and wanted to spread the message about the benefits of Complete Streets to residents.  The engineer attended the full-day workshop and was critical to the process, especially when it became clear that the technical terms of the project were not easily translated to those in attendance.  An additional challenge that came up during the training was time constraints – so much information was packed into the day that the walking tour of the neighborhood was cut short.  The walking tour was important because it gave residents a chance to go outside in a neighborhood they were familiar with and see firsthand how Complete Streets efforts would be put into effect.
Impact

As a result of Healthi Kids work, the City of Rochester unanimously passed the Complete Streets Ordinance, which will affect the City’s over 210,000 population.  This policy will allow the community as a whole to be more active, with the confidence that the City has been mindful in considering alternate routes of transportation.  The action of the initiative also gave residents the opportunity to become engaged in with the City – by testifying in front of City Council and by sending emails of support and thanks once the legislation was passed.
Importance of Impact 

Healthi Kids placed a great deal of focus on improving pedestrian and bicycle access through enhancements of transportation and land-use policy.  Staff, volunteers, and Coalition members conducted advocacy efforts that impacted both the regional and local policy environment.  Two strategies were implemented: inclusion of play-and pedestrian-friendly principles into the regional (9-counties) Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP) and instituting a Complete Streets Ordinance in the City of Rochester.  Resulting from advocacy efforts, the Genesee Transportation Council (our Metropolitan Planning Organization) incorporated recommended health and people impacts as principles for transportation planning and for Plan development.  Based on this success, and that of the Complete Streets Policy, Healthi Kids will seek opportunities in the year to come to advocate for transportation improvement projects in the City and the County that emphasize strategic enhancements of public transportation, bicycle, and pedestrian networks.

Future Potential
The success of the proposed strategies lies in the significant community engagement in identifying the issues of importance to them.  FLHSA’s Healthi Kids project has more than 27 organizations and residents involved on its steering committee, with additional volunteers serving on work groups and a database of more than 1100 individuals who have joined the effort.  The organizations include stakeholders from all sectors of the Monroe County community – providers and payors, businesses and government, community organizations, schools, and churches.  Implementation of the strategies will be resident-driven to assure that they are responsive to the needs of low-income families and individuals and that they knock down the barriers to positive health behaviors.
Other Resources Leveraged
The University of Rochester Medical Center, the Monroe County Department of Public Health and community partners (including the Finger Lakes Health Systems Agency) has been awarded a $3.6 million Community Transformation Grant by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  This five-year funding will help develop "Health Engagement and Action for Rochester's Transformation (HEART)," a comprehensive initiative to improve Monroe County residents' health by creating a community environment that supports healthy behaviors - preventing chronic disease and reducing health care costs.  Rochester is one of only 15 communities nationwide to receive this CDC funding.  The Community Transformation Grants program, created by the Affordable Care Act, supports communities in tackling the root causes of poor health, tobacco use, physical inactivity, poor nutrition and chronic disease management.  HEART will combine strategies to address the entire county, with targeted initiatives in a particularly impoverished area, the city's Crescent.  The Finger Lakes Health Systems agency will address key areas of physical inactivity by employing Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design Principles and Active Transportation Coordination as part of this HEART community partnership.
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