
Tri - County Health Department in CO Does More Than Just Review a Development Plan 
 

Are you involved in land use planning?  Do you review 
applications for development? In Colorado, as in many 
other states, local public health agencies (LPHAs) do 
provide these services.  When local planning departments 
want to know the public health impacts of a proposed 
project, they generally refer the development application 
to the LPHA’s environmental health (EH) division.  
Typically, local EH officials limit their comments to 
regulatory requirements for air and water quality, waste 
and wastewater management, and sanitation.  It is 
essential for LPHAs to identify these requirements for 

preventing human exposures to environmental hazards.  However, LPHAs are also tasked with 
preventing chronic illnesses (e.g., heart disease, diabetes) and promoting healthy behaviors such as 
physically active lifestyles.  EH specialists have the opportunity to identify not only case-specific 
regulations to protect public health, but also non-regulatory approaches to promote health through 
planning and development activities.  To advocate for public health in its broadest sense, LPHAs 
should also recommend the inclusion of public health policies in community master plans for land 
use, transportation and open space, trails and parks systems, and strategies to implement these 
policies in local codes and standards.  In this way, LPHA input can educate planning professionals 
and policy makers about potential health impacts and benefits of land use choices, and improve the 
quality of land use decision-making.    

Background 
Tri-County Health Department (TCHD), a district health department serving over a million 
residents in three counties of the Metropolitan Denver area, has offered development review 
services to its jurisdictions for several decades.  Each year TCHD receives as many as 200-300 land 
use referrals from its jurisdictions.  The agency provides comments on mandatory issues, i.e., those 
regulated under public health laws, and discretionary issues, those that may protect or enhance 
public health, but are not subject to regulatory requirements. Discretionary comments make up the 
bulk of TCHD’s input. This is due to the fact that there are few laws that specifically protect public 
health as it relates to land use, though historically zoning and subdivision regulations emerged to 
deal with nuisance issues, outbreak of infectious disease and public health risks associated with 
industrial hazards (ICMA 2000). Additionally, in 1926 the US Supreme Court, in Village of Euclid 
vs. Ambler Realty Co., cited public health protection as one of the basic responsibilities of local 
government, thus legitimizing local authority to restrict or control land-use impacts through zoning. 
The Euclid case recognizes that planning is also about protecting public health and promoting safety 
and general welfare.  This history suggests a legal basis for TCHD’s and other LPHAs’ addressing 
non-regulated yet health-related development issues.  

In recent years TCHD has expanded the scope of its Land Use Program to better address evolving 
environmental conditions and public health challenges.  Emerging public health risks and 
environmental conditions associated with the rapid growth occurring in TCHD’s service area 



necessitated a more comprehensive and methodical review of all environmental health issues. 
Failure to consider these issues in land use decisions could result in a variety of negative public 
health impacts. For example, development of contaminated sites could allow human exposure to 
pollutants through water or indoor air.  Incompatible siting or phasing of uses could create noise and 
odor nuisances.  Recent research tells us that the built environment can encourage or discourage 
physical activity, a critical public health challenge because physical inactivity is a risk factor for 
many debilitating and fatal chronic diseases (e.g., heart disease, diabetes, certain cancers). Studies 
also show that the way we design and build our communities influences traffic and pedestrian safety 
and can increase or reduce mobility, access to services, level of stress, and social equity.  Thus, an 
effective public health land use program must address the overall community planning process, not 
just potential health-related impacts of discrete projects.   TCHD believes that this model view of 
expanding the role of the health department provides an important opportunity and a means to build 
an invaluable partnership with the planning professions.   

The Program   
The goal of TCHD’s Land Use Program is to routinely include environmental public health 
principles in local planning and development activities.  Key principles include 1) protecting against 
environmental hazards, 2) preventing the spread of disease, 3) preventing illness and injury and 4) 
encouraging healthy behaviors.  TCHD’s model for involvement in the planning process is simple:  
Land use decisions require the balancing of varied interests, and public health should be among the 
interests considered.  LPHAs should be at the table to promote and protect public health when 
individual development applications are referred to them for comment, and perhaps more 
importantly, when land use policies, codes and master plans are being revised or formulated.  This 
increases the likelihood that public health considerations will be applied consistently and on a 
community-wide basis.   

Recognizing this need, TCHD initiated an effort to become more involved in the planning process 
about five years ago. The Land Use Program staff (Public Health Engineer and Environmental 
Health Policy Coordinator) met with each county Planning Department to explain TCHD’s Program 
and intended services, and to seek guidance on the most effective way to participate more actively 
in the planning process.  As a result of these meetings, TCHD began attending the Planning 
Department’s weekly development review meetings in two counties.  The third county requests 
TCHD’s participation on an ad hoc basis.  Both approaches have worked well in creating more open 
and informal lines of communication.     

Survey - Process for Evaluating and Expanding the Program 
In 2002, TCHD conducted a survey of the three county Planning Departments and Boards of 
County Commissioners (BOCCs) to evaluate the Land Use Program’s effectiveness in meeting 
county needs and addressing environmental health issues.  The first part of the survey asked 
respondents to rank the importance of TCHD’s input on a range of public health topics and planning 
activities.  The second part sought feedback about the quality and timing of TCHD’s services and 
areas for improvement. A total of 15 Planners, including two of the three county Planning Directors, 
completed written surveys. After receiving the written survey results, TCHD’s Land Use Program 
staff scheduled a meeting with the Planners from each county to collectively discuss responses and 
recommendations.    
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Two of the three BOCCs referred the survey to their respective Planning Departments for response, 
reflecting the way the development review process works.  It is the Planning Department’s job to 
obtain input from a variety of sources, including LPHAs, and to integrate it into a staff report with 
recommendations for the decision makers’ (e.g., BOCC’s) consideration.  This underscores the need 
for LPHAs to work closely with Planning Department staff, to ensure that they understand and 
accurately convey LPHA views. The survey responses were helpful in identifying what was most 
and least important in each county. The issues ranked highest in importance and the percentage of 
respondents who listed the issue are as follows: wastewater (100%), solid waste/hazardous 
materials/waste (60%), air quality (60%), and water quality (47%).  

The responses also confirmed that while most of the Planners ranked their desire for TCHD’s 
involvement lowest in issues such as master planning, injury prevention and community design for 
health (e.g., safety, air quality impacts from transportation, supporting more active lifestyles, water 
conservation), two of the three counties encouraged TCHD to maintain involvement in these areas.  
Examples of questions with some responses from the survey are provided below. 

1. What do you like about our development review comments?  
• Continue attending weekly Planning Department Development Review meetings; we frequently 

get information from TCHD that we wouldn’t otherwise receive.  
• Continue doing extensive, detailed reviews/communication on all identified issues. Specific 

language can easily be included verbatim in a staff report or on a plat. 
• Take a broad perspective on public health issues; don’t just focus strictly on isolated issues.   
• Continue to identify emerging issues, especially those that overlap with other counties. 
 
2. What is the County’s ability/limitation to require the applicant to implement recommendations 

(as opposed to regulatory requirements)? 
• All three Counties stated that they had some discretion to make recommendations a condition of 

approval. 
• The recommendations needs to be consistent with the Comprehensive Plan and directly related 
       to public health, safety and welfare. 
 
3. TCHD’s goal is to provide timely public health input on development decisions whenever it is 

needed.  How useful is TCHD’s input at various stages of your development review process? 
• All three Counties stated that getting TCHD’s input during the referral period is “very useful”.  

Other “useful” times were during the staff review period and at Study Sessions. This supports 
TCHD’s emphasis on integrating the recommendations early in the process.   

 
In 2003, TCHD scheduled a follow-up meeting with each Planning Department to evaluate how 
well the Planners felt TCHD had implemented their 2002 recommendations.  TCHD believes these 
periodic surveys and service assessments have been very useful in building constructive working 
relationships with their Planning Departments, thus improving the effectiveness of their health 
interventions. They have also given TCHD an opportunity to educate the counties about the links 
between community design and public health, particularly on emerging topics such as Active 
Community Environments (ACE). An ACE, also referred to as an Active Living Community, is 
designed with a pedestrian focus and provides opportunities for people of all ages and abilities to 
engage in routine physical activity with the goal of meeting the daily minimum standard of 30 
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minutes of moderate activity (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2005). 

TCHD has found that Planners are often strong advocates and proactive partners in promoting 
public health through the land use process.  Planners, in turn, can then carry the public health 
message, either directly or with the LPHA, to other partners in the land use process (e.g., open 
space agencies, parks and recreation districts, bus/transit districts and school districts).  Particularly 
important are operations that have responsibility for the transportation infrastructure.  For example, 
public works engineers develop street cross sections, and ensure proper street function and traffic 
flow.  Fire departments review development plans with an emphasis on road widths and turning 
radii to guarantee emergency vehicle access. Both of these agencies play a role in the safety and 
walkability/bikability, and thus the health, of communities.    

A recent case in Arapahoe County illustrates how Planning Department staff and the developer of a 
large mixed use project leveraged a LPHA collaboration to improve the design of some key 
intersections.  The LPHA facilitated a free consultation for the County by a national “walkability” 
expert Dan Burden, Director of Walkable Communities, Inc.  The Planners arranged a session with 
Dan and Paul Zykovsky ( Senior Staff with the Local Government Commission), the LPHA, 
County staff, a member of the Planning Commission, and the developer and his planning 
consultants.  As part of the session, the developer presented his conceptual plan and invited 
discussion.  An idea that emerged was the benefit of replacing some traditional intersections with 
roundabouts, which were untested in the County.  The Planning staff and developer pursued the 
idea, and ultimately secured approval after taking fire department and engineering staff to a busy 
round-about in a neighboring jurisdiction during rush hour, demonstrating good traffic flow and 
easy maneuverability by large trucks and school buses.   

Another valuable partnership is a Land Use Group that was established several years ago by EH 
staff within TCHD and approximately seven other local public health agencies, primarily in the 
Metropolitan Denver area and along Colorado’s Front Range.  Its purpose is for EH staff with land 
use review responsibilities to educate themselves on topics of common interest, identify emerging 
concerns, learn from each other’s experiences and work toward consistent problem-solving 
approaches on regulatory and non-regulatory matters. The group meets one full morning every 
quarter at a different host LPHA.  Between meetings, members use group e-mail queries to tap each 
other’s expertise when new issues arise. On occasion, the group has collaborated to develop 
presentations for conferences.    

“Arapahoe Planning Department has appreciated TCHD’s efforts to be regularly and purposefully 
involved in the planning process.  TCHD helps us as we strive to continually understand the health 
perspective and connection; we are always looking at the end result of ensuring that people are 
happier in their community with a better quality of life.”  Ron Hovland, Arapahoe County Planning 
Department.  

Evolution of TCHD’s Involvement in Community Planning for Active Living 
LPHAs have long been considered the experts on issues such as air/water quality, immunization, 
restaurant inspections and waste management, by virtue of professional training and regulatory 
authority.  In contrast, they have had little or no experience participating in the land use planning 
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process.  While community planning should remain the bailiwick of the planning profession, local 
environmental public health officials need to understand planning principles well enough to 
participate effectively in the area of land use and community design as it affects public health. This 
involves developing new knowledge, relationships and skills.     

Following is an example of TCHD’s movement along the learning curve in the area of the design of 
active community environments. Several years ago the agency chose to include the promotion of 
active living as an element of its Land Use Program.  In 2000, TCHDs first efforts involved offering 
conceptual level comments on development referrals (see first two examples below).  Planners 
appreciated these comments, but through the survey process described above, indicated that the 
comments would be more useful if they were more detailed.  They encouraged TCHD to provide 
specific recommendations for revisions to development plans that they could either encourage or 
require the applicant to adopt. Over time and with education, TCHD’s comments have evolved into 
recommendations that some Planners often integrate into their negotiating discussions with 
applicants and/or include in their staff reports to policy makers.  The third through the fifth 
comments below are more specific and recent (from 2003 or 2004). (Note: actual project names 
have been changed)  

1. With a project as large as the Bonanza Ranch, our concerns are primarily long-term regional 
impacts. We have already mentioned wastewater, which includes sewage and storm water 
impacts to the Regional Water Basin. In addition, there will be increased road congestion and 
vehicle emissions, and significant water use. Once infrastructure and landscaping are in place, 
the tone is set for traffic related air emissions and water demand. If this project is approved, we 
encourage the County and the applicant to do everything reasonably possible during the design 
stage to minimize these impacts (May 2000). 

 
2. Vehicle-related emissions are the largest source of air pollution in Metro Denver.  Because good 

air quality contributes to public health, Tri-County supports land use measures that maintain or 
improve air quality by reducing vehicle travel and related emissions.  One way to do this is to 
design projects that offer a range of travel choices in addition to the single occupant vehicle, 
including pedestrian and bicycle paths, and transit (bus).  Tri-County also supports the provision 
of travel choices such as transit, bicycling and walking because they encourage residents to adopt 
healthy behavior in the form of regular exercise. 

 
3. Because chronic diseases related to physical inactivity and obesity now rank among the country’s 

greatest public health risks, we encourage community designs that make it easy for people to 
include regular physical activity, such as walking and bicycling, in their daily routines.  
Communities that promote walking, bicycling and transit trips can also help protect air quality by 
reducing vehicle trips and related emissions.  

 
We recommend and fully support the applicant’s commitment to provide transportation choices 
in the development and to make it walkable and transit-friendly.  To further develop the “active 
living” theme, we offer the following recommendations:  

-  Evaluate and revise the site plan to accommodate bicyclists as well as pedestrians.  Both the 
Reward Creek and Sarasota Line Light Rail Stations are easily accessible by bike from the 
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property.  Also, RTD’s 25X express bus travels along Reward Creek Road and East and West 
Drives, encircling the development and connecting it to the Meadow Creek park-n-Ride, the 
shuttle through the Business Park and the Northland park-n-Ride on weekdays, giving resident 
bicyclists convenient access to a large variety of work, retail and recreational destinations.  In 
addition, children living in Rawhide might be able to bike to and from school.    

¾ Designate bike lanes on major collectors, arterials or other suitable streets, and on the 
pedestrian bridge to the Reward Creek Light Rail Station; 

¾ Where bike lanes do not exist, widen sidewalks from 5’ to 8’ or more where appropriate so 
that people on foot and on bicycles can use them jointly. 

¾ Provide bike storage areas in/outside the residential units, bike racks at retail and 
recreational destinations throughout the development, and bike racks or perhaps bike lockers 
at the Bus Drop Off.  

 
4. We are pleased that this infill project is being developed to meet the needs of aging empty 

nesters, since seniors comprise the fastest growing segment of the population.  Because physical 
activity promotes good health, Tri-County encourages community designs that promote residents' 
incorporating regular exercise in the form of walking into their daily routines. The applicant's 
mixed-use plan with pedestrian connections between the retail and residential areas should 
encourage this.  

 
We also encourage designs that facilitate the use of transit where possible, since bus trips include 
a walking segment and reduce unnecessary vehicle trips.  Transit may offer additional benefits 
for the aging, providing independence, mobility and access to services for able seniors who may 
nonetheless feel uncomfortable driving.  The proposed subdivision is served by an RTD Express 
Route to downtown Denver; the bus stop is at Basingdale Road and Yoder Avenue.  The most 
direct pedestrian access to the bus stop would be through the commercial area to the Basingdale 
Road/Yoder Avenue intersection, or along the sidewalks along Yoder Avenue or Basingdale 
Road.  To facilitate the walking route, we encourage the applicant to consider providing a 
pedestrian access between the end of the cul-de-sacs and the Yoder Road sidewalk.  As an 
example, building such a connection from the northernmost cul-de-sac to the sidewalk would 
reduce the walk to the bus stop from about 1,400 feet to a more walkable 500 feet.     

5. We encourage County staff to work with the developer between now and final platting to prepare 
a project-wide transportation and mobility plan that includes design elements such as: 

 
¾ A system of well-lit, convenient bicycle and pedestrian paths and open spaces; 
¾ Linear streets that link development areas; 
¾ Connections of streets/paths with residential, commercial and public (school, recreational) 

destinations in (neighborhood) and neighboring developments; 
¾ Pedestrian-friendly streetscapes; 
¾ Building orientations to improve pedestrian and transit access and circulation; and 
¾ If a school is to be part of the development, location of the school so that neighborhood 

children can walk to it safely and easily.  
 
Wisdom from Experience 
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• Don’t hesitate to seek involvement in emerging community planning issues while you are 
educating yourself in these areas.  You don’t have to be the expert; you can provide just as 
valuable a service by facilitating collaborations with others who can bring additional expertise or 
a needed perspective to the table.  

• Recognize that it will take time to develop effective interventions. Enlist guidance and periodic 
evaluation of your efforts from the Planning staff.  

• Timing of interventions matters!  If your local government is giving clear signals that it isn’t 
ready to address an issue, perhaps you need to do more education before offering 
recommendations.  

  
“Environmental Health professionals don’t have the luxury of waiting to get involved in community 
planning until they are experts in the field.  Move up the learning curve as quickly as you can, but 
use your current knowledge to raise environmental public health issues and facilitate positive 
change. Development doesn’t wait – it is happening now and it can positively or negatively impact 
the future of people who live, play and work there.”   Carol Maclennan, Tri County Health 
Department.  

Results/Successes 

• LPHA is recognized as having a legitimate role in land use planning and design and specifically 
as a member of the development review team. 

• More detailed, consistent and useful development review comments. 
• Broader range of comments -- address not only protection from environmental hazards but also 

safety and physical activity opportunities and access to services for all populations. 
• A greater local awareness of health-related issues with initial signs of improvement in decision-

making processes.  
• Increased knowledge of and influence regarding the underlying determinants of environmental 

and community health. 
• More discussions among planners about the health implication of community planning. 
• Improvements or movement toward more integrated programs, policies or other interventions. 
• LPHA input is more likely to be sought and used in the development/revision of some 

comprehensive land use plans and land use code revisions. 
  
Looking Ahead 
Based on initial feedback and some anecdotal results, TCHD’s level of involvement and detailed 
health comments in development reviews have made positive changes. TCHD anticipates its future 
surveys with the counties to identify how its input into the planning process has affected land use 
decisions and outcomes.      

Recently, TCHD received a multi-year grant from Kaiser Permanente to develop an integrated 
nutrition and physical activity program in one of its core cities as a means of preventing or reducing 
the incidence of chronic disease. Fundamental elements of the program include land use policies 
and physical changes to the environment.  Tri-County and City staff from Planning, Parks and 
Recreation, Engineering and other departments are working together to promote significant 
community involvement (residents, businesses, schools and non-profits) in these efforts.   This 
program is a collaboration among EH Land Use Program staff, epidemiologists, health planners, 
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nurses, nutritionists, injury prevention staff and others. It presents an opportunity to measure the 
effect of a coordinated interdivisional effort to promote community-wide healthy behaviors.   

TCHD’s goal is to continually improve its Land Use Program in terms of the quality of its 
interventions and relationships and its capacity to offer a more comprehensive program.   It does 
this partly by networking with other LPHAs and monitoring best practices nationally. TCHD’s 
methodical process of expanding its scope and collaboration around how the built environment can 
impact health has been a necessary component of advancing public health through the built 
environment.  

Thanks to Karen Roof, EnviroHealth Consulting for writing this case study and Carol Maclennan 
for providing an extensive amount of information and assistance and review to complete this case 
study. Also thanks to Nadejda Mishkovsky from International County/City Management Association 
(ICMA) and Susan Jerles from NEHA for reviewing this document.  

Program Contacts: 

1. Carol Maclennan, Senior Environmental Health Policy Coordinator at cmaclenn@tchd.org,  
303 846-6232. 

2. Warren Brown, Public Health Engineer, at wbrown@tchd.org, 303 846-6225 
 
Tri-County Health Department 
7000 E. Belleview Ave. 
Ste. 301 
Greenwood Village, Colorado 80111 
Web address: www.tchd.org, (Land Use page in the Environmental Health Division, with Site Visit 
Checklist and links to other resources) 

3. Ron Hovland, Planning Program Manager, Arapahoe County Planning Department, at 
rhovland@co.arapahoe.co.us  

End Notes: 

ICMA. The Practice of Local Government Planning. 2000.  

Interviews with Carol Maclennan, TCHD both email or phone (February 6, 2005, March 29, 2005, 
June 6, 2005, July 18, 2005, July 19, 2005, July 27, 2005, September 3, 2005, December 23, 2005) 
and one phone interview with Ron Hovland, Arapahoe County Planning Department (July 27, 2005, 
August 8, 2005 (email).  

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Leadership for Active Living. A Primer on Active Living for 
Government Officials, Working with government leaders to create and promote active living 
communities. 2003. pg 1.  

USSC. Village of Euclid v. Ambler Realty Co., 272 U.S. 365. 1926. 
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