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• HOUSING

IInnccoorrppoorraattee  mmoorree  ccoonnddiittiioonnss  aanndd  ssppaacceess  ffoorr  pphhyyssiiccaall  aaccttiivviittyy  iinnttoo  hhoouussiinngg  
ddeessiiggnn,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  ssaaffee  ssttaaiirrwweellllss,,  ppllaayy  aarreeaass  aanndd  eexxeerrcciissee  ffaacciilliittiieess..    EEdduuccaattee  
tteennaannttss  aanndd  hhoommeeoowwnneerrss  aabboouutt  eennhhaanncceedd  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ffoorr  mmoovveemmeenntt  iinn  tthheeiirr
aappaarrttmmeenntt  bbuuiillddiinngg  oorr  hhoouussee  aanndd  tthheeiirr  nneeiigghhbboorrhhoooodd..    LLooccaattee  ppoosstteerrss  oorr  ootthheerr
pprroommppttss  aabboouutt  ssttaaiirr  uussee  aatt  eelleevvaattoorrss  aanndd  eessccaallaattoorrss  ooff  mmuullttii--ssttoorryy  rreessiiddeennttiiaall
bbuuiillddiinnggss..    

Housing was an issue that garnered much attention throughout the Fit City 
conference.  Assistant Commissioner Lynn Silver, MD, MPH of the NYC 
Department of Health & Mental Hygiene, introduced the first panel and 
described neighborhood differences in obesity rates during the Q&A: 
“In Riverdale, we have 7 percent obesity; in the South Bronx, 27 percent.  It is
our poorest communities in New York City that are most heavily affected by
this epidemic.  In thinking through this problem of promoting physical activity,
we must identify strategies and incentives we can put in place to change our
physical environment. This needs to  happen  not only in the buildings for the
wealthy, but throughout our housing stock, and our commercial buildings. These
changes need to permeate this vast and incredibly diverse city, and  the 
communities that most need it.”

One of the panelists, environmental architect Hillary Brown, AIA, LEED 
followed by discussing the application of high performance principles – or
“green design” – to housing: “As a general rule, all of the performance-oriented
improvements to buildings around air quality, around physical activity, around
energy use, and so on,  need to move across the building sector to include all
building types. While the green building movement early on  focused on 
institutional and commercial buildings, there's since been a proliferation of

guidelines and handbooks, together with the necessary financial incentives, to
address greening affordable housing.  These tools very much emphasize all of
the principles that we've talked about - connecting to the outdoors, the 
quality of play spaces, the physical landscaping for safety, for encouraging
movement, etc. It’s high time that we take a much more specific look at the
unique needs of housing. ”

Architect Linda Pollak, AIA also discussed the design principles of housing units
that relate to the city and landscape context: “understanding the unit, not only
in terms of the different things that can be in the unit, but the relationship of
the unit to the aggregation, to the site, to the city, so that all of these places
can be understood in design terms at different scales and in terms of their 
quality as spaces.  Safety is always a huge issue in housing.  And one of the things
that is coming out in all the talks is to understand circulation spaces not as a
support for program spaces, but to understand them, whether they're inside
or outside, whether they are in the apartments or in the corridors or lobbies,
to understand them as being spaces that should have design attention paid to
them, so that they should be full of light and air and be pleasurable places to
be in.”

Dr. Silver summarized one of the key problems, saying: “One of the challenges
we face is identifying what can we do in our existing housing in poor 
communities that doesn't involve such extensive renovations that it inevitably
leads to gentrification - what can benefit the people who are living there today
to have better quality housing and to meet the challenges that the speakers
were addressing.”

FITCITY:Layout 1  5/31/07  8:37 AM  Page 16





Fit City: Promoting Physical Activity through Design

18

• PUBLIC TRANSIT

PPrroommoottee  uussee  ooff  ppuubblliicc  ttrraannssiitt,,  aanndd  tthhee  aavvooiiddaannccee  ooff  ddoooorr--ttoo--ddoooorr  pprriivvaattee  
ttrraannssiitt,,  bbyy  ssuubbssiiddyy,,  ttoollll  aanndd  ootthheerr  ssttrraatteeggiieess..    AAddddrreessss  tthhee  nneeeedd  ffoorr  ttrraannssiitt--bbaasseedd
ddeevveellooppmmeenntt..    FFaaccttoorr  hheeaalltthh  iinnttoo  tthhee  ddeecciissiioonn--mmaakkiinngg  pprroocceesssseess  aabboouutt  
ttrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn  mmooddeess  pprroommootteedd  oonn  tthhee  ssttrreeeett..    

New York City benefits from having one of the best public transit systems in 
the United States, and the highest density of housing construction.  Andrew
Rundle, DrPh., summarized some of the advantages of this confluence of 
transit and transit-based development: “Having access to public transit frees
you up from having to have a private automobile and then driving everywhere.
If you think about the subways in New York City, my estimate is you have to at
least climb four flights of stairs per subway ride, generally two down, two up.
So at the very least you're doing four flights of stairs instead of stepping into
your car.”

Rundle’s statistical research was based on census tract analysis and neighbor-
hoods that were measured by walkability and access to public transit.  He spoke
about “body mass index.”  High BMI is an indicator of obesity and a risk factor
for chronic diseases such as diabetes and heart disease.  He said: “You look at
buses and subways – as the density of bus and subway stops increases, you see
that the BMI is lower in the neighborhoods with more access to public transit.
And again, if you look at the extremes and compare the extremes, that 
translates to about a third of a BMI unit.  And we looked at the population 

density, and as neighborhoods get denser, you see significantly lower body mass
in these neighborhoods.  And it translates into about .86 BMI units across the
range of data in New York City.  So here are the results when you throw all the
variables together, and you see population density controlling for subways, 
subways controlling for land-use mix, and you see that there are independent
effects of land-use mix, subways, and population density, suggesting that you
can have these different components together and get more of a bang for 
your buck.”

Candace Rutt, PhD contributed to the discussion, talking about recent 
innovations in transit-based development and congestion pricing.  She started
by saying: “Now finally I'm going to talk about the last thing that was looked at
by the Task Force, and this is transportation policy - what policies are enforced,
and in transportation policy specifically - how much money do you dedicate
to transit versus automobiles, do you put bike racks on the buses, what are you
mandating?”

The concluding statement, by Andrew Rundle, DrPH, summarized some of the 
difficulties: “I’m not actually under the impression that I’m going down to City
Hall and say, ‘Drop in some more subways for me please.’ But I would like to see
in the cost/benefit analysis in deciding to extend a subway line; I would like to
see health factored into that analysis. I’d like to see the argument pushed so that
health becomes a tangible metric that goes in to decision-making processes.”

FITCITY:Layout 1  5/31/07  8:37 AM  Page 18





Fit City: Promoting Physical Activity through Design

20

• PARTNERSHIP

DDeevveelloopp  mmeecchhaanniissmmss  ffoorr  tthhee  AAIIAA  aanndd  DDOOHHMMHH  ttoo  ppaarrttnneerr  wwiitthh  ootthheerr  
ggoovveerrnnmmeennttaall  aaggeenncciieess  aanndd  cciivviicc  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  bbuuiilltt  
eennvviirroonnmmeenntt  ttoo  iinnccrreeaassee  pphhyyssiiccaall  aaccttiivviittyy  iinn  ppaarrkkss,,  ppllaayyggrroouunnddss,,  sscchhoooollss,,  
hhoouussiinngg,,  wwoorrkkppllaacceess  aanndd  ssttrreeeettss..    EEnnccoouurraaggee  bboottttoomm--uupp  ssuuggggeessttiioonnss  oonn  hhooww  ttoo
iinnccoorrppoorraattee  pphhyyssiiccaall  aaccttiivviittyy  iinnttoo  ddaaiillyy  lliiffee,,  bbuutt  aallssoo  pprroommoottee  wwhhaatt  iiss  aavvaaiillaabbllee..

There are numerous municipal agencies and public authorities that could make
use of the discussion of case studies and guidelines to enhance public health
through the design and construction of capital projects.  Building types such as
housing, schools, workplaces and public spaces necessarily address issues of
stair design.  Park, playground and recreational facility design and placement
done throughout the five boroughs can address diversity of recreation, as well
as ease of access.  But the larger contexts of the regulatory environment, 
including existing codes and zoning requirements, need to be looked at in the
context of what is possible, and what can be readily achieved.

The Mayor’s Design and Construction Excellence Initiative addresses the 
manner in which the City of New York is actively becoming part of what has
been called by architectural historian Thomas Mellins “a global engagement of
stylistically and technologically progressive architecture.”  The involvement of
New York City in creating sustainable “high performance” buildings and livable
communities through careful attention to urban design and landscape 
architecture is, arguably, unparalleled in recent local history.  A similar 
consciousness needs to address the linkage of the public and private 
environments that we create and inhabit to public health issues, particularly
the obesity epidemic and resulting chronic diseases such as diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease. 

A preliminary list of public agencies that should be partners in this effort 
include: 

• New York City Department of Buildings
• New York City Department of City Planning
• New York City Department of Citywide Administrative Services
• New York City Department of Design and Construction
• New York City Department of Education
• New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development
• New York City Department of Parks and Recreation
• New York City Department of Transportation
• New York City Economic Development Corporation
• New York City Housing Authority
• New York City Office of Management and Budget
• New York City School Construction Authority

Non-governmental organizations including, but not limited to, the Regional
Plan Association, Projects for Public Spaces, Transportation Alternatives 
and the Real Estate Board of New York should also be included in partnership
efforts.
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• CLOSING REMARKS BY RICHARD JACKSON, MD, MPH

reductionist answers: "Oh, we'll fix this with surgery."  It's non-trivial surgery,
$20,000 - $50,000 apiece, and it does have complications.  We estimate in 
California that if we offered this surgery to everyone - and by the way, now the
insurance will pay for it - if we offered it to everyone who had a body mass
index over 35, we could have 1.7 million people standing in line.  Imagine the
cost: $52 billion, just for stomach stapling in the State of California.

These are staggering costs, and the insurance companies are worried, and your 
employer is worried about, "Can I spend the money?"  If you have two or three 
employees that need this surgery the insurance costs soar.  The number of
bariatric surgeries in the US is rapidly increasing - and you don't need an 
epidemiologist to tell you - anything that goes up threefold in three years is an
epidemic. 

As we become more obese, our risk of becoming diabetic goes up.  Actually if
you have a body mass index over 35, you have 100 times the risk of becoming
diabetic as a thin and lean person.  If one becomes diabetic, that person will
cost $10,000 more per year than a person who is not diabetic.  It's a serious, 
expensive and very prevalent disease.

If we continue the track that we are on, 1/3 of our kids will be diabetic in our 
lifetime with an average reduction of lifespan of 15 years.  We are looking at
the first generation in American history to live less long than their parents if
they continue the track that we are on.

The medical industrial complex with its ability to spend money is not going to
fix this. When I was a young doctor, only seven percent of all the dollars in
America went to medical care.  It's now 15-16 percent of all the dollars in 
America.  With the aging of the population, and the staggering costs associated
with increasing rates of diabetes and obesity, the health costs will become 
increasingly insupportable. 

Obesity is not the only important reason to fix the built environment.  Fitness
is too. There is a study of 100,000 nurses beginning in 1975. The health of those
nurses has been followed for the last generation and it was shown that the
nurses who stayed thin and fit had the lowest death rate.   The rate for nurses
who became obese was 90 percent higher.  Even if they were still thin but 
inactive, there was a 60 percent increase in death.  Fitness is not a pleasantry,
it is important. The nurses who became inactive and obese, had 2 ½ times the
death rate.  

I would assert that to build in that exercise, we need to do more than set aside 
exercise time, we need to build incidental exercise into our lives—walking 
to destinations, going up and down stairs, and maximizing our “incidental” 
work-out during the day. 

With the lead poisoning epidemic, each of the responsible industries argued
that someone else was the cause of the lead poisoning epidemic. But the 
success came because no one was let off the “lead hook”. Each source had to
be held accountable. It is the same with the obesity and inactivity epidemic; the
first source we must control is high-fat low-nutrition food and the worst actor
of these is sugar, especially the High Fructose corn sugar in soft drinks and other
foods.  

Much of the fast food we sell is a smart, short-term economic decision and a 
miserable long term health decision. This is one reason why poor people are 
fatter and wealthy people are thinner – one can get a lot of calories for a 
couple bucks, if you are poor and if you are black in America, you see 2.5 times
as many fast food places per square mile than folks in white, upper-class 
neighborhoods.  

We've now paved over 60,000 square miles of the United States of America -
an area equal to the entire state of Georgia.  The United States is losing 
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