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Introduction 

What do we need to be healthy? How 
do the landscapes around our homes 
promote or damage our personal, 
community, and environmental health? 
The Healthy Landscapes for Affordable 
Housing project brought together 
different voices involved in developing 
affordable and public housing to explore 
how affordable housing landscapes can 
hold more of what we need to be healthy. 
We found that strong design can 
encourage people to exercise more, eat 
better, and connect with their neighbors 
and with nature, all significant factors 
in our health. To that end, affordable 
housing landscapes can be healthier and 
promote health to the extent that they:

 

—   reduce space for parking and streets, opening key space 

for pedestrian access, community green spaces and 

gardens, trees, recycling, and other healthy design options. 

 —   design in features that build community, create 

opportunities for neighborhood planting and beauty,  

and increase neighborly contact and cohesion.

 —   include trees that are site-appropriate, including native 

species, to create thriving urban woodlands.

 —   contain food-producing gardens to encourage the physical 

activity and healthier diets that result from gardening. 

 —   encourage walking and biking by removing barriers to 

pedestrian and bicycle use and creating safe, connected, 

well-marked trails and sidewalks

 —   use sustainable and low-impact design criteria to 

protect natural features on the site, reduce disturbance, 

and use resources conscientiously

This report presents the chief insights gathered from that 

workshop: namely, how sustainable site design, walkable 

neighborhoods, community gardens, and trees, can all 

contribute to health and wellbeing. Each section frames 

how these design ideas impact health, recommends key 

practices for incorporating them into a development, and 

offers resources for further reading. We hope this report 

will be useful as a guidance document for people looking to 

support, evaluate or create greener and healthier public and 

affordable housing. 
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Designing Health Back In
Naomi Mermin,  
Naomi Mermin Consulting

Our homes and neighborhoods can foster 
— or damage — our health. The Healthy 
Landscapes for Affordable Housing project 
sought to look at the landscapes around 
homes to investigate how those landscapes 
affect the health of the people who live in 
them and the broader community. The one-
day workshop brought together housing 
residents, property managers, developers, 
state and city officials, and design experts, 
to help illuminate both where we have 
fallen short in creating healthy landscapes 
and what we can do to make these spaces 
more productive, healthful and beautiful. 

The goal of affordable housing programs has always been 

more then to provide shelter. It has been to help people 

develop self sufficiency and empower them to be active and 

productive members of the community. In our workshop 

and collective experience, we found that design choices in 

developing and redeveloping affordable housing can further 

— or retard — these goals. 

What makes us healthy?

Ask a typical person what makes us healthy and the response 

most likely will include diet and exercise. This is essentially 

true: diet and exercise are key to keeping us healthy. Diet 

and exercise are also key — and very expensive — factors in 

what make us sick. Just five chronic diseases — heart failure, 

coronary artery disease, asthma, diabetes and depression 

— account for 75 percent of our health care expenditures. 

Regular exercise has been shown to be the “miracle pill” in 

combating these illnesses: it reduces coronary heart disease, 

diabetes, and hypertension, as well as reducing symptoms 

for people with mental health conditions such as depression 

and anxiety. Along with diet and exercise, we are finding that 

our engagement with each other and the natural world have 

significant ability improve our mental and physical health. 

Unfortunately, too frequently we assume food, exercise 

and engaging with our neighbors and nature are personal 

behavior choices. Through the workshop, we learned that 

how the environment and landscape shape those behavior 

choices is equally important. 

What have we been designing for?

Car parking and roads dominated the housing designs we 

investigated — both the built development in Portland and 

the planned development in Massachusetts we used as our 

jumpi ng off places. Parking lots have become our new public 

squares. When we looked at space needs for trees, walkways, 

outdoor community gathering and gardens, play space for 

children, recycling, or managing storm water, parking was at 

the center of each problem. Space requirements for private 

automobile parking limit space for the host of healthy design 

options and also create problems for pedestrian safety and 

mobility and for storm water management. 

The dominance of the car is not just a traditional 

environmental problem — it is directly impacting our 

wellbeing. Only one in 6 children (±17%) walked or biked 

to school in 2001 compared to 48% in 1969. At the same 

time, 1/3 of our children and teens (25 million children) 

are either overweight or nearly so. That is the highest 

number ever recorded by the national health and nutrition 

examination study. Parking and roads not only restrict space 

for sidewalks and trails that would encourage walking but 

increase the potential for pedestrian/automobile accidents. 

The dominance of the car has also affected diet. Low income 

residents, in both urban areas and rural, face higher priced, 

lower quality and limited food options, due to the flight of 

food markets out of residential neighborhoods and into 

supermarkets with large parking areas. The assumption is 

that people can drive to shop. Low income people’s limited 

transportation options, however, prevent them from taking 

advantage of the supermarkets, and exacerbate the inequity 

of “convenience store” prices versus supermarket prices. 

Poor rural and urban residents can not easily get to the 

lower cost food providers. It is therefore not surprising that 

the obesity epidemic is also a health disparities issue; low 

income and people of color disproportionately bear the 

burden of this disease.

Making a large hot topped area the center of our residential 

environment exacerbates our disconnection from the 

natural world. The impact of cutting ourselves off from the 

outdoor world and from each other harms our individual 

psychological wellbeing and our community cohesion. The 

workshop revealed that changing design emphasis away from 

cars could have profound implications for the healthfulness 

of our affordable housing.
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Can we design health back in ?

We found landscaping design choices can improve quality 

of life, build community and create attractive amenities that 

increase pedestrian activity, improve access to healthy food, 

and promote alternative healthy transportation choices. 

Incorporating gardens, particularly gardens that produce 

food, can decrease food costs, increase consumption 

of healthy produce, increase outdoor activity, broaden 

connections to other residents of the neighborhood, and 

create an opportunity to share unique cultural identities and 

give residents true ownership of their homes. Plant choices 

such as low maintenance and native plants can reduce use of 

fertilizers, pesticides and water, providing economic, health 

and environmental benefits.

Landscaping choices can also provide environmental 

benefits alongside health improvements. How we design 

and manage the parking areas, our use of trees and other 

natural storm management techniques like rain gardens 

provide natural beauty along with environmental benefit. 

Children’s play spaces can be designed for the creative 

interaction with nature, helping build healthy bodies and 

minds ready to learn. 

Improvements in health and wellbeing are essential to 

making affordable housing fulfill its promise beyond shelter. 

Our workshop and this document help identify some 

options designers and developers can use now to design 

health back in to our affordable housing. We hope to keep 

learning, by bringing multidisciplinary teams together of 

residents, property managers, developers, and design 

professionals to share ideas and experience in making our 

affordable housing healthy and beautiful.
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Sustainable Site Design
Ann Archino Howe,  
Sustainable Design Studio

To take the first step toward “going green” when developing 

a site, two terms are important: sustainable development 

and low-impact development. By designing with these two 

key concepts in mind, you can focus on the capacity of the 

site to support a healthy, environmentally and economically 

vital community now and in the future. It may also help us 

to approach design problems like stormwater runoff more 

effectively.

What makes a design sustainable  
and low-impact?

Sustainable development, according to the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), “marries two important themes: 

that environmental protection does not preclude economic 

development and that economic development must be 

ecologically viable now and in the long run.” Common use of 

the term “sustainability” began with the 1987 publication of 

the World Commission on Environment and Development 

report, Our Common Future. This document defined 

sustainable development as “development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.”

Low Impact Development is another term that originated 

with the EPA through implementation of the Clean Water 

Act. It begins with the premise that the site is not merely 

a location for construction, but rather an interconnected 

living system linked to the environment beyond the 

boundaries. In this approach to development stormwater 

runoff is viewed as a resource rather than an impediment 

and design focuses on mimicking the pre-development flow 

of stormwater on and off the site.

Sustainable site design combines the spirit of both 

concepts and applies them to new development, 

substantial rehabilitation of an existing development,  

and re-development of an existing site to a new use. 

Applying sustainable site design to 
drives, streets and parking areas

Using principles of sustainable site design to driveways, 

streets, and parking areas can help encourage walking 

and biking, create green community spaces, and manage 

stormwater and energy use. You can design streets and the 

site to create open space, to green them with streetscapes 

and street trees, and to connect and improve bicycle and 

pedestrian paths. The Dutch, for example, have developed 

the now widely used design concept of the woonerf: a street 

(or whole neighborhood) where pedestrians and cyclists 

have priority over motorists. Using woonerven or other 

design features can reduce pavement and thereby avoid heat 

islands and destructive stormwater runoff.

Many creative drainage solutions exist to absorb runoff. 

These can often also be used as a retrofit at an existing 

site where stormwater forms ponds or erodes the site. 

For example, you might create an artificial wetland, or use 

vegetated roof covers, swales, or vegetated turf below roof 

eaves or under drain outlets to absorb water and prevent 

erosion. Rainbarrels and cisterns also help recycle rainwater 

on the site. 

Elegant design consists of achieving the desired objective 

using and/or disturbing the least amount of resources. 

Sustainable site design incorporates the site’s many 

interconnected features. By considering these factors 

together, you can create “green” housing that is more 

integrated into the natural systems around it and that 

makes the most of available resources.

Key Practices

 —   A thorough site analysis, including access to 

transportation to reduce vehicular trips, access to 

utilities, natural features, groundwater/ surface water 

patterns, site repair needed such as brownfields or 

impaired streams or lakes or areas where storms 

cause flooding.

 —   Development envelop determined in light of the 

information gleaned from the site analysis

 —   Design minimizes disturbance and soil compaction, 

protects natural features, and takes advantage of 

existing features. 

 —   Engineered for stormwater reduction and absorption by 

reducing the amount of pavement and using alternative 

pavements, street sizes, types and amenities. Drainage 

flow paths modified/increased to retain stormwater on 

the site.

 —   Maximizes open space and contains significant greenery 

through streetscapes and street trees.

 —   Creates livable streets for safe pedestrian and bike 

activity connected to other trails and destinations
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Resources:

Guidelines: 

www.epa.gov/sustainability

www.huduser.org/publications/destech/

lowImpactDevl

www.lowimpactdevelopment.org 

Models and more information:

www.usgbc.org

“Fact Sheet #6: Permeable Paving” 

Massachusetts Low Impact Development 

Toolkit, Metropolitan Area Planning Council. 

www.mapc.org/LID.html 

Paul Chasan. “Traffic-Restricted Streets: Woonerfs 

and Transit Malls.” Streets for Living. depts.

washington.edu/open2100/pdf/2_OpenSpaceTypes/

Open_Space_Types/woonerfs.pdf 

Charting Maine’s Future: An Action Plan for 

Promoting Sustainable Prosperity and Quality 

Places. Brookings Institution. www.brookings.

edu/reports/2006/10cities.aspx
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Walkability and 
Neighborhood Connections
Nan Cummings, Portland Trails

Physical activity is a key component 
in the prevention and treatment of 
chronic diseases and their risk factors, 
including high blood pressure and 
obesity. Walking for recreation and 
transportation is the answer most 
doctors give to the major health 
problems associated with a lack of 
physical activity. Yet urban dwellers 
consistently state that they will 
only walk, jog, or bike in areas with 
sidewalks or trails that are safe, well 
maintained, and near their home. 

Barriers to walking include both lack of infrastructure and 

concerns about safety. There are easy ways to rate your 

neighborhood — whether already built or in the planning 

stage — and determine where improvements can be made.  

A “Walkable Community” checklist has been produced by 

the EPA and several of their partners and can be accessed  

at www.walkableamerica.org/checklist-walkability.pdf.  

The checklist ranks factors that inclue street crossings, 

sidewalk widths, and driver behavior. A similar checklist 

rating bikeable neighborhoods is also available at  

www.bicyclinginfo.org/pdf/bikabilitychecklist.pdf.

When rating a community, it is important to consider the 

needs of young and old users and people of varying abilities. 

To make a community truly accessible to pedestrians, other 

factors are also important:

 —   Access to public transportation — for longer trips, 

a system of public transportation should be available 

with stops throughout the neighborhood that are well 

marked, well lit, and well maintained.

 —   Sidewalks should exist within each housing complex but 

also connect into adjacent neighborhoods. Sidewalks 

should be kept accessible and free of snow, and should 

not end arbitrarily, both of which discourage walking. 

No one should be forced to walk in the street because 

of lack of sidewalks or inaccessible sidewalks. 

 —   Trails also play a role in urban areas, offering both 

recreation and pedestrian mobility. For recreation, 

trails are often a more pleasant place to walk, routed 

through greenspace, away from traffic. But trails can 

also offer essential connections between neighborhoods 

that are not linked in any other way, especially those 

areas that suffer from an excess of modern cul-de-sac 

style developments. “Desire lines” — paths that have 

been worn down by use over time — are an excellent 

indicator of where new trails need to be added. 

 —   Destinations should be identified and successful 

pedestrian connections planned — these destinations 

include schools, downtown areas, grocery stores, places 

of worship, and neighborhood parks. Routes should be 

well signed. Cross walks should be frequent and offer 

good site lines and signaling.

By planning sidewalks and trails around housing sites that 

are welcoming, well-marked, and safe, and that connect 

important neighborhood destinations, we create an 

infrastructure that encourages regular exercise. 

Key Practices

 —   Development site within easy walking distance of  

public transportation route(s). Clear lighting, sign,  

and maintenance plan.

 —   Sidewalks connect buildings within the complex and 

buildings to other neighborhoods and streets with plan 

to maintain, repair and clear sidewalks. 

 —   Trails planned that follow neighborhood “desire lines,” 

allow pedestrians to connect isolated neighborhoods, 

and connect to public parks or greenways.

 —   Pedestrian routes identified and planned to key 

destinations.

 —   Pedestrian safety protected with frequent crosswalks, 

continuous sidewalks, good site lines, and signaling.
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Resources:

www.walkablecommunities.org

www.walkablestreets.com/walkingred.htm

www.commuterpage.com/walk/walkable/ 

design.html

www.contextsensitivesolutions.org/content/

reading/street-design/resources/3918-270-street-

design-guidelines-for-healthy-neighborhoods
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Food’s Place in  
Green Communities
Craig Lapine, Cultivating Community

Food sustains human life and defines 
human culture. It should be no surprise, 
then, that food — how, where, and by 
whom it’s grown; how it reaches our tables, 
even where and with whom we eat it — has 
tremendous implications for personal, 
community, and planetary health. 

Unfortunately, there is much about today’s food system that 

is detrimental to health. Industrial agriculture accounts for 

about 70 percent of all water use. Pesticides, fertilizers, and 

poorly managed animal manures routinely despoil soil and 

water. Food’s negative environmental impacts are amplified 

by the long distances most food travels to reach our plates. 

For New England eaters, the average mouthful of food 

travels 1,500 to our tables, and (somewhat surprisingly) that 

number stays roughly constant throughout the U.S. — even 

in the heart of the farm belt.

If we’re serious about creating healthy, green communities, 

we have to include food. Eating food that is local, seasonal, 

sustainably grown, and/or minimally processed creates at 

least two important green effects: it dramatically reduces 

the energy footprint of individual households and it provides 

tremendous health benefits to individuals. 

A few simple principles move us toward a greener, 

healthier diet:

 —   Eat more locally

 —   Eat more seasonally

 —   Eat food that is grown sustainably

 —   Eat more whole foods and fewer processed foods

Using Site Design to Promote a  
Greener Diet

Designs should allow for — and indeed encourage — on-

site food production. Research shows that if people are 

supported in growing their own food, they will. Moreover, 

people who grow their own food are far more likely to eat 

the recommended five-a-day vegetable servings than non-

gardeners, and they eat more vegetables throughout the 

year — not just during gardening season.

Growing one’s own produce overcomes the perceived or 

real barrier that vegetables are too expensive — or at least 

that they don’t provide the caloric bang-for-the-buck that 

cash strapped families can get from energy dense, high-fat 

foods. Secondarily, gardens get people physically active in 

the landscape. 

In addition to creating garden space, affordable housing 

developers can be “veggie friendly” in other ways. You can 

budget funds for garden-based programming. This might 

mean having a part-time garden coordinator or AmeriCorps 

member to work with neighborhood youth; inviting 

the Cooperative Extension to offer cooking or canning 

demonstrations at your site; or offering beginning gardener 

workshops and seedling distribution. Contact a local farmer 

or the Cooperative Extension and offer to host a weekly 

farmer’s market in your parking lot, and invite appropriate 

social service agencies to post information on how tenants 

can use WIC and Food Stamp benefits to shop at farmer’s 

markets. Many affordable housing developments have large 

immigrant populations, and there is also a growing immigrant 

farmer movement around the country. Connecting these 

groups can be a powerful way to bring food that is not 

only healthy but culturally appropriate to your affordable 

housing development. Staff at Heifer International’s National 

Immigrant Farming Initiative or Tufts University’s New Entry 

Sustainable Farming Project can tell you if there are farmers 

in your area who have immigrated from the same regions as 

your residents. In short, often an on-site garden is just the 

first step on a path toward a greener, healthier community.

Creating urban gardens:  
the perfect site does not exist

Building an urban garden demands some ingenuity but brings 

tremendous rewards. The ideal garden site has clean, fertile 

soil, is well-drained with easy access to water, and gets full 

sun for much of the day. Most potential urban garden sites 

are far from this ideal. Instead, urban gardeners may contend 

with toxic soil with no nutrients, a location that is either 

swampy or excessively dry, problematic drainage and/or 

irrigation, or sites close by buildings that block sun, shed 

toxins, or both. Yet an imperfect garden is vastly better than 

no garden at all. 

For every problem, there exists a cost-effective solution. 

While urban soil can contain highly poisonous toxins like 

heavy metals that can end up in vegetables, a comprehensive 

soil test will help you identify any hazards and manage soil 

fertility. To remediate toxic soil, you can place a low-cost 

fabric barrier and create raised beds with imported topsoil, 

draw toxins out of the soil with plants like sunflowers in a 

practice called phytoremediation (we recommend partnering 

with an expert on this), or where slope or other features 

make remediation impossible, plant an orchard. To rebuild 

the fertility of barren soil, composting provides an on-site, 

no-cost way to build soil fertility and grow more food. 

Make friends with local farmers for help and knowledge. 

Remember that you can bring in what you don’t have. The 

first bite of fresh, home-grown lettuce will remind everyone 

of why it is worth the trouble. 

Key Practices

 —   Provide one 6 x 12’ toxics-safe garden bed for each 6 

units of housing. Beds should be within 100 feet of a 

water source



�

 —   For every 12 garden beds, provide a lockable shed 

stocked with appropriate gardening and watering tools.

 —   Create a fund equal to $50 per garden bed per year 

for the first five years of operation to support garden 

inputs, garden-based programs, and maintenance. 

�

Resources:

The Cooperative Extension office in each county: 

www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension

Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners 

Association www.mofga.org

Kitchen Gardeners International:  

www.kitchengardeners.org

Cultivating Community:  

www.cultivatingcommunity.org

Tufts University New Entry Sustainable Farming 

Project: nesfp.nutrition.tufts.edu

Heifer International National Immigrant Farming 

Initiative: immigrantfarming.org

Langley-Turnbaugh, S.J. 2007. Urban Soils and 

Backyard Gardens: Potential Contaminants and 

Remediation Techniques. City Farmer,  

www.cityfarmer.org/urbansoils.html

Manifesto on Climate Change and the Future of 

Food Security: www.future-food.org
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Planting Trees for 
Community Health
Ben Crouch, EarthWorks

Plant the right trees on a housing 
site and watch ecological, social 
and personal health flourish with 
them. Trees beautify and heal urban 
communities and landscapes. In fact, 
trees help mend chronic health problems 
in the people who live near them, 
cultivate stronger, safer communities, 
and improve environmental pollution, 
habitat, and energy efficiency. 

We can imagine the personal difference a tree makes. A 

crabapple offers flowers in the spring and tart jelly in the fall, 

or a stand of firs blocks the winter winds that once made 

waiting for the bus intolerable. Yet trees’ cumulative impact 

on the health of people who live near them is also powerful 

and well-researched. According to a recent report on urban 

forests in Boston, trees absorb pollutants that cause asthma, 

cancer, and other health problems, reducing incidents of these 

diseases. In addition, tree-filled green spaces in which children 

can play help children’s bodies to stay active and their minds 

to develop, and can reduce symptoms of attention deficit and 

hyperactivity disorder. Finally, the report suggests that trees 

reduce crime, violence and stress in residents.

Environmentally, trees dramatically improve air quality and 

offset carbon emissions. They also recover water quality by 

filtering thousands of gallons of stormwater runoff each year, 

reducing erosion, absorbing pollutants, and helping water 

permeate into aquifers. Properly sited, trees keep buildings 

shaded and cooler in the summer and protected and warmer 

in the winter, improving energy efficiency.

But which trees, and where? The best choices will be 

adapted to the site, include a number of different species, 

especially native varieties, and respond to community and 

environmental needs. Evaluating the site will help the reader 

choose trees according to the specifics of the site that will 

offer the richest health and environmental benefits.

Choosing the right trees

Take note of the environmental and urban features that 

will impact the trees: climate and exposure, surrounding 

structures, land use, and human traffic. Many sites hold 

a range of microhabitats, such as sunny slopes or muddy 

ditches — and there are trees for each of these! In 

researching trees that might thrive, consider native trees, 

which are best adapted to unique local weather and habitats 

and provide critical habitat for wildlife. Many urban sites also 

have disturbed or nutrient-poor soils, so a soil test will help 

focus the choices. The National Forestry Service provides an 

excellent checklist to help you evaluate an urban site. 

Finally, winnow the list by considering the aesthetics of the 

trees, their heritage or significance for a place, and whether 

you have a diverse and balanced array of species. Involving 

the community in choosing trees and tree sites will help 

encourage involvement in and stewardship of the site. 

Planting and caring for trees

Planting

 —  Choose young trees in containers or with bare roots. 

These are much cheaper, establish more easily, and grow 

more quickly than larger balled and burlapped stock.

 —  Select diverse species, stagger planting, and plant 

both short and long-lived trees to create diverse and 

resilient stands

Siting 

 —  Avoid tree pits, compacted soil, and other confined 

spaces whenever possible: they will limit growth. Plant 

in lawns and buffer strips for healthier trees.

 —  Plant trees that will be appropriately-sized at maturity, 

away from power lines: small trees at least 3 feet from 

buildings; large ones 10 or more feet away. 

Energy efficiency

 —  Plant deciduous trees on the south, east and west sides 

of buildings to shade buildings in summer and allow 

sunlight to warm buildings in winter.

 —  Plant conifers on the north side to protect buildings 

from cold north winds.

Preventing vandalism

 —  Plant larger trees in high traffic areas. Protect smaller trees 

with other plantings, well-defined paths, and/or guards. 
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Key Practices

 —  Trees selections are appropriate to the climate and 

features of the site. They are diverse, include native 

varieties, and are planted in microhabitats in which they 

are more likely to thrive.

 —  Tree selections and sites improve the energy efficiency 

of the buildings.

 —  Trees are planted with enough space to grow to maturity 

and are adequately protected and/or replaceable.

 —  The community is involved in choosing, planning and 

planting the trees. Developers seek input from residents, 

find volunteers to plant trees, and designate stewards for 

after-care. 
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Resources:

Site checklist: www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/pubs/uf/

plant_trees/planting_trees.htm

Soil tests: www.umass.edu/plsoils/soiltest

Tree selections: www.hort.uconn.edu/plants

Tree selections: Gary Hightshoe. Native Trees 

Shrubs, and Vines for Urban and Rural America: 

A Planting Design Manual for Environmental 

Designers. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 1988. 

Urban forest facts: State of the Urban Forest:  

A Summary of the State and Condition of Boston’s 

Urban Forest. Spring 2008. Urban Ecology Institute. 

www.urbaneco.org/SC_Publications.asp




