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A healthy community is essential to our quality of life 
and well-being. Choices about how and where we grow 
have an enormous impact on whether we have healthy 
communities—in two senses of that term. How and 
where we grow impacts the overall health of a commu-
nity itself, reflected in its vitality and the quality of life 
of its residents. In addition, healthy communities are 
those in which development and design of the built en-
vironment encourage healthy activities such as walking 
and bicycling, promote safety, provide access to medical 
care and to nutritious food, and reduce threats to our 
health such as air and water pollution.  

Although growth has brought tremendous benefits to 
the Greater Richmond Region, poorly-planned trans-
portation and land development can take a heavy toll 
on public health as well as on the health of communi-
ties. For example, the region has had the highest rate of 
sprawl, driving, and vehicle pollution per capita of any 
major metro area in Virginia, a dubious distinction  
that has brought significant personal, social, economic,  
fiscal, and environmental costs.  

Smarter growth alternatives to scattered, automobile-
centered development are needed to promote healthier 
communities. These alternatives include walkable, 
mixed use development that integrates where we live, 
work, and shop; renovation and compatible infill in 
existing communities; new development in targeted 
areas; and more housing options, more transportation 
options, and better protection of farmland and natural 
and historic resources.  

Smarter growth offers multiple health benefits. The  
important potential benefits of healthy community 
choices include:

and power plants since less driving and more  
efficient buildings consume less energy and thus 
require the burning of fewer fossil fuels.

both by encouraging walking and bicycling and by 
providing additional open space for recreation. 

-
tops, and other impervious surfaces that allow 
polluted stormwater runoff to enter streams and 
rivers.
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OVERVIEW

urban farms, increasing the availability of locally 
grown food and reducing the burning of fossil fuels 
required to transport food to consumers.

measures that curb harmful pollutants from sources 
such as building materials and furnaces.

needed services for senior citizens and low income 
households. 

as increased interaction with nature, both of which 
offer physical as well as psychological benefits.

Awareness of these benefits is increasing, as is recognition 
of the links between transportation, land development, 
community design, and health. Policies and projects that 
promote healthier communities are better for our econ-
omy and our environment as well, offering enormous 
benefits to individuals, families, neighborhoods, and the 
entire region. And demographic changes and market 
changes resulting from shifting business and individual 
needs and preferences are providing additional impetus 
for better approaches to where and how we grow.  

These and other factors have helped spur an increase in 
projects and policies that advance healthier community 
choices in our region.  

This report examines the connections between trans-
portation, land use, community design, and health, and 
some of the trends driving a new approach to develop-
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ment. It also provides an overview of policies that can help 
build healthier communities—such as measures to encour-
age renovation and infill development, affordable housing, 
green building, more transportation options, more green 
space, and protection of working farms. 

The report then profiles four efforts that highlight some 
of the abundant opportunities for healthier community 
choices in rural, suburban, and urban areas: the renovation 
of Lincoln Mews in the North Side of the City to provide 

in Hanover County through a conservation easement; the 
-

ter in Mechanicsville to better connect to the community; 
and the revitalization of historic Jackson Ward in down-
town Richmond. The Partnership for Smarter Growth and 

series of presentations and walking tours in recent months 
that focused on these efforts. A range of other organiza-
tions partnered with us on one or more of these events, 

Virginia, Capital Region Land Conservancy, James River 
 

-
-

nity leaders, planners, developers, architects, and citizens 
took part in these events.

The profiles in this report showcase some of the smarter 
development activities and opportunities in our region, 
highlight some of the critical issues about where and how 
we grow, and illustrate the importance of policies that can 
promote the health benefits of smarter growth. 

Projects and policies have only begun to capture some of 
the enormous potential to provide healthier community 

of leadership in such efforts, including having had the 
-

est public markets in the country, as well as a history of a 
thriving downtown, town centers, and walkable communi-
ties. We need to recapture that leadership and to develop 
healthier ways to grow.
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and land use 
policies, patterns, 
and projects have 
enormous impacts 
on public health 
and on the health 
of our communi-
ties. The Greater 
Richmond Region1 
is fortunate to have 
a number of vi-
brant communities 
and elements that 
promote healthier 
activities, including  
pedestrian-scale 
neighborhoods that facilitate bicycling, walking, and 
socializing; walkable, mixed use areas where people 
can live, work, shop, and play; and parks, farms, and 
natural areas that provide recreational opportunities, 
fresh food, and scenic landscapes.

The dominant land development pattern in recent 
decades, however, has been sprawling growth, with 
residential and commercial uses separated and in-
creasingly located beyond existing communities. As 
a result, the region has had the highest rate of land 
conversion of any major metro area in Virginia. The 

over 1.5 times the size of the City was developed in 
just five years between 1992 and 1997—more land 
than was developed in either Northern Virginia or 
Hampton Roads.2 Although land development slowed 
with the recent economic downturn, in Chesterfield 
County alone approximately 21,500 acres were devel-
oped between 2000 and 2008.3 The consequences of 
this rapid, scattered development include the loss of 
farmland and open space, as well as a redirection of 
investment that has contributed to the decline of some 
commercial and residential areas in the city.

As we have spread farther apart, and as transporta-
tion tax dollars have been invested primarily in road 
projects, people in the region often have little choice 
but to drive—and to drive farther—to get to work, to 

shop, or to engage 
in other activities. 
The region has the 
highest driving rate 
in Virginia, with 
people in the urban-
ized area driving 
an average of 28.2 
miles per person  
per day in 2008, 
while people in 
Northern Virginia 
drove an average of 
23.7 miles per day, 
and in Hampton 
Roads 24 miles.4 

There are abundant opportunities for healthy community 
design and development in the Greater Richmond Re-
gion. Alternatives to sprawling development and driving 
are needed to promote healthier communities. Smarter 
growth not only offers health benefits, but also aids our 
economy, our environment, and our communities.5

The Benefits of Healthy Communities

Some of the most important health benefits of smarter 
growth include the following: 

Reduced Air Pollution.  

plants generating electricity to serve our buildings 
produce a significant amount of pollution. In fact, 
the region has the highest rate of air pollution from 
vehicles per capita of any major metro area in Vir-

largely responsible for causing an average of over 26 
violations of health standards for ozone in our region 
each year between 2005 and 2010.6

air pollutants damage our health, including harm-
ing lung tissue, possibly causing asthma attacks and 
premature death, and disproportionately harming 
children, senior citizens, and individuals with chronic 
lung disease. The American Lung Association has 
given Chesterfield, Hanover, and Henrico a failing 
grade for their air quality due to the number of high 
ozone days.  

BUILDING HEALTHY
COMMUNITIES
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through a combination of complementary trans-
portation, land use, and community design policies 
and practices, we can drive less and reduce motor 
vehicle pollution. And encouraging more compact, 
mixed use development can further reduce emis-
sions by reducing the length of the vehicle trips we 
do take. In addition, more energy efficient build-
ings can reduce energy consumption and thus lower 
power plant pollution. Further, greater conservation 
of open space preserves tree cover that can remove 
harmful pollutants in the air, and planting street 
trees can help remove harmful pollutants while also 
providing a more attractive pedestrian environment.

Greater Physical Activity.  Scattered develop-
ment and a lack of adequate, safe facilities make 
walking and bicycling impractical or impossible 
in many parts of the region. This contributes to 
physical inactivity that can lead to problems such 
as obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease. If 
the obesity epidemic is not addressed, the current 
generation of young people could be the first in 
American history to be less healthy and die earlier 

8 As the Surgeon 

and Health, concluded, “Americans can substan-
tially improve their health and quality of life by 

including moderate amounts of physical activity in 
their daily life.”9 Walking and bicycling are among the 
most beneficial and realistic ways for people of all ages 
to engage in regular physical activity. 

The same combination of complementary transpor-
tation, land use, and community design steps that 
can reduce air pollution by promoting walking and 
bicycling can also encourage greater physical activity. 
Walkable, mixed use development with a connected 
street network and other elements such as adequate 
and well-maintained sidewalks, crosswalks, and light-
ing help facilitate walking and bicycling and thus 
produce multiple health benefits. In addition, parks, 

Perceptions of vehicle emissions change dramatically when viewed on a per household rather than a per 

acre basis, illustrating the impact of development patterns on vehicle pollution.
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ing that brief time. In addition to the 
impact of sprawling development on 
water quality noted above, these devel-
opments impact our health by chang-
ing where and how our food is grown. 
Paving productive farmland reduces 
our ability to produce fresh food for 
healthy diets, and increases air pol-
lution as more fossil fuels are burned 
to transport food longer distances. In 
addition, there is growing recognition 
of the health problems in low income 
neighborhoods that are “food deserts,” 
areas that lack grocery stores and whose 
residents have limited access to stores 
outside their neighborhood. Smarter 
growth takes us in a different direction, 
and helps to conserve farmland, pro-
mote agricultural vitality and markets, 

and encourage community gardens—all of which 
can increase the availability of nutritious, locally 
grown food. 

Better Indoor Air Quality. Many people spend up 
to 90% of their time indoors, yet the air we breathe 
inside can have higher pollution levels than the air 
outside due to emissions from sources such as build-
ing materials and furnaces. Poor indoor air quality 
has been estimated “to cause thousands of cancer 
deaths and hundreds of thousands of respiratory 
health problems each year” in the United States.12 
Children are particularly at risk. Numerous steps 
in new and renovated buildings can create green, 

playgrounds, greenways, trails, and other recreation 
facilities encourage physical activity and enhance 
the quality of life in existing communities and help 
people integrate physical activity into their daily lives.

Cleaner Water.  -
nificantly extended the spread of impervious surfaces 
such as roads and rooftops.  In Chesterfield County, 
for example, impervious surfaces increased by over 
90% between 1992 and 2001, and increased by 67% 
in Henrico during that time.10 These hard surfaces 
cover forests, farms, and wetlands that previously 
filtered water, increasing erosion, flooding, and pol-
luted stormwater runoff and impairing water quality. 
In addition, land cleared for development and roads 
can increase sediment deposited in rivers and streams. 
In contrast, smarter growth patterns can reduce the 
overall amount of impervious surfaces, through steps 
such as more compact, mixed use development that 
reduces the total amount of pavement and other 
infrastructure needed to serve the same amount of 
growth, lower parking requirements, and conserva-
tion of farmland and open space. 

Local, Nutritious Food.  Another consequence of 
rapid development in the Greater Richmond Region 
has been the dramatic loss of farmland. The amount 
of land in farms in the region declined by 12% 
in just five years between 2002 and 2007.11 Some 
localities have lost farmland even more rapidly, with 
the number of acres in farming dropping by 45% in 
Powhatan County and almost 30% in Henrico dur-
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healthy buildings by substantially im-
proving indoor air quality. These steps 
include eliminating the use of materials 
that contain or emit harmful chemicals, 
installing much more efficient heating 
and cooling equipment, and using im-
proved ventilation systems.  

Improved Accessibility to Health 

Care.  Much of the recent development 
in the region and lack of investment in 
alternatives to driving appears to be built 
on the unstated assumption that people 
can and will drive to reach desired or 
necessary destinations. However, many 
people are unable to drive or do not own 
a car. The lack of transportation alterna-
tives for older adults and for low income 
individuals in particular can sharply 
curtail their access to needed medical  
assistance and other services. Walkable 
developments that include critical destinations 
closer to residences and additional meaningful 
alternatives to driving such as attractive, frequent 
transit service are required to ensure adequate  
access to health care and other important services.

Enhanced Socialization and Interaction with 

Nature.  Increasing evidence links higher levels of 
social interaction and experience with nature with 
a range of physical and psychological benefits. For 
example, some studies have found that adults with 
less contact with friends and relatives may have 

dependent communities, the inability to drive can 
lead to isolation and depression. Further, a host of 
studies have examined the positive health impacts 
of interaction with nature, including reducing 

-
mune system, and improving concentration in 
school children. Smarter growth can promote these 
health benefits since it has the potential to increase 
socializing, both by having more people in closer 
proximity and by encouraging more walking, 
creating opportunities for social engagement. In 
addition, steps such as land conservation, creating 
easily accessible parks and playgrounds, and plant-
ing street trees can provide greater opportunities to 
connect with nature.

Demographic and Market Changes

The demand and need for healthier communities is ex-
pected to increase as a result of various trends. For one 
thing, major demographic changes are underway in 
the region, such as the changing age distribution of the 

the next two decades will be young adults age 20-34 
of the Generation Y or “echo boomer” generation—an 
age group that often seeks a more urban, active life-
style.13 The other fastest growing age group is seniors 
age 55 and older, and as the baby boomers age, many 
more people are choosing to live in walkable, mixed 
use communities as they seek to remain physically fit 
and to live independently with access to medical care 
and other needs.

In addition to the impacts of these demographic 
changes, factors such as energy prices and traffic 
congestion are creating a much stronger market for 
communities that offer the opportunity to live, work, 
and shop. Similar shifts are taking place in the com-
mercial market.  For example, both the private and 
public sector are looking into opportunities to trans-
form Innsbrook—a quintessential suburban corporate 
office park development in Henrico County—into a 
mixed use town center.  Sidney Gunst, the founder of 
Innsbrook says that, “Companies want the choice for 
their employees to live close to their jobs, or they will 
go somewhere else.”14 
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“Healthy, sustainable neighborhoods that feature excel-
lent design, a mix of uses, and great walkability con-

-
ties of the housing market and given the desire of more 
and more people to live in greater proximity to their 
jobs, now is the time to focus on infill development, 
focus on transforming some of our aging communities 
into revitalized mixed use developments that reduce 
energy consumption and promote healthy lifestyles. “ 

Policy Options for Healthier Communities

There are many hurdles to healthier communities, 
despite the significant benefits and increasing demand 
for such development.15 Among other things, regula-
tory provisions can make it more expensive to renovate 
existing buildings or prohibit mixed use or more com-
pact development. And federal, state, and local invest-
ments and policies have poured the bulk of taxpayer 
funds for transportation into road projects that serve 
motor vehicles, slighting other modes of transportation 
and often subsidizing sprawl.  

Public policies and investment decisions need to be 
reoriented to promote healthier communities. Among 
the key policy changes needed are:

-
nities. For example, local zoning provisions often 
make it difficult if not impossible to build walk-
able, mixed use development through require-
ments such as large lot sizes or setback require-
ments, or mandating the geographic separation of 
commercial and residential uses. These provisions 

effectively require people to drive to conduct 
almost any activity. In addition, minimum park-
ing provisions that require abundant free park-
ing make driving cheaper and more convenient, 
subsidizing vehicle use while discouraging bicy-
cling and walking.16 These provisions need to be 
overhauled.

redeveloping empty commercial buildings or de-
clining retail corridors, and building compatible 
infill development. Financial incentives such as 
rehabilitation tax credits or abatements, as well as 
rehabilitation loans and grants are a proven set of 
effective tools. 

-
grams and give incentives such as grants, loans, 
and streamlined permitting for green buildings 
and affordable housing.17  

as well as protecting farms, forest, and open space. 

build new recreational facilities, and acquire open 

as conservation easements and tax credits can 
encourage private land conservation steps.

comprehensive plan and zoning provisions that 
recognize the importance of farming and do not 
treat farms as land waiting to be developed, pro-
viding farmers markets and marketing assistance, 
making suitable, unused public land available for 
community gardens, and farmland protection 
measures noted above. 

Before and after: renovation and infill  

development along Hull Street in Manchester
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to transit, pedestrian, and bicycle projects to help 
develop a more balanced and diverse transporta-
tion system that gives people alternatives to driv-
ing. Among other things, money could be spent 
to install and improve sidewalks, well-designed 
crosswalks, bike lanes, shade trees, and street 
lighting. In addition, devote a larger share of 
transportation funds to existing communities and 
a larger portion of those funds to maintenance to 
encourage healthier communities. 

There has been an increase in policies and projects in 
the Greater Richmond Region that promote healthier 
communities. Plentiful opportunities remain, however, 
for further improvement, including opportunities to 
build walkable, mixed use communities that provide 
attractive and healthy places to live, work, and play. 

 
the suburbs provide some of the most significant  
opportunities to revitalize and redesign existing  
communities and to accommodate new growth.

to growth is an enormous challenge, but the need for 
change is clear and urgent. We must make healthier 
community choices.
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The Context 

The Richmond re-
gion has a shortage 
of healthy, safe, and 
affordable housing.18 
The dimensions of this 
challenge are increas-
ing, with over 35% of 
households in the Rich-
mond region spend-
ing over 30% of their 
income on housing.19 

in the region are cost 
burdened. Although 
housing prices have 
declined in the recent 
economic downturn, 
higher unemployment, 
stagnating wages, and 
other factors have led 
to an increase in the 
percentage of cost 
burdened households in 
the region in each of the 
past five years.

The lower cost housing 
that is available in the 
region is often poorly 
designed, constructed, 
and maintained. As a 
result, energy costs are 
high, and indoor air  
quality often can harm the health of residents, leading 
to severe respiratory problems and other issues due to 
emissions from sources such as building materials and 
furnaces. Moreover, public spaces and other elements in 

of life are often ignored, creating unhealthy and unsafe 
conditions both for residents and for surrounding neigh-
borhoods. 

There are better alternatives, including abundant  
opportunities to provide healthy, environmentally- 
friendly, affordable housing.

The Project 

Lincoln Mews is a prop-
erty located on ten acres 
in north Richmond.20 It 
was previously a rundown 
apartment complex called 
Lincoln Manor that had 
experienced neglect, high 
vacancy rates, and high 
crime rates. The nonprofit 

acquired the property in 

property in two phases 
during the past three 
years, transforming both 
the interior and the ex-
terior of the apartments 
while continuing to 
provide affordable hous-
ing. This effort has been 
extensive and is ongoing, 

awards and accolades 
for its work at Lincoln 
Mews.  

-
-

man, “We pretty much 
had to change everything 
in those apartments—the 

work well, the appliances were old and inefficient, the 
rooms were not in good shape. We reconfigured the 

different place. Now residents live in greater comfort 
for a small fraction of their former utility costs.” 

Key Policies and Design  

of this community is the use of numerous green build-

LINCOLN MEWS
BUILDING A HEALTHY, GREEN, AFFORDABLE COMMUNITY

PROJECT PROFILE

Before and after: the transformation of Lincoln Mews
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installing energy efficient win-
dows, insulation, tankless gas wa-

high efficiency heat pumps, effi-
cient light and plumbing fixtures, 
and refinished wood floors using a 

have substantially reduced energy 
and water usage, cutting  bills 
and reducing air pollution from 
generating energy.  These measures 
offer additional health benefits by 
providing better indoor air quality. 

In addition to the changes to each 
apartment, low impact landscap-
ing and rain gardens were installed 
to reduce overall maintenance, to 
handle stormwater runoff, and to 
decrease water pollution. Further, 

 
common areas. A new community center was built 
that establishes a hub for the neighborhood, provid-
ing a meeting place for residents as well as space for 
a range of activities such as after-school programs for 
children and youth. The community center includes 
solar panels that heat the water for the laundry facil-
ity. In addition, a 
playground was built 
to provide a safe and 
inviting place for 
children to play. A 
community garden is 
planned next to the 
community center 
where residents can 
plant and harvest 
vegetables.

Lynn McAteer, Vice 
President for Planning and Special Projects with the 

major policy hurdles to the redevelopment of Lincoln 

process helped facilitate the effort. This process allows 
developers to bring their plans in early on and meet 
with all city departments involved—such as public 
works, utilities, planning, and fire—to get feedback 
and anticipate any problems.  In addition, the city 

Lincoln Mews to accommodate some parking, aiding 

the reconfiguration of the property. “The City was very 
supportive of this project throughout,” notes McAteer. 
“This really made a difference in taking on this effort, 
and we are continuing to work cooperatively with the 
City.”

City officials have praised the project. Councilman 
Chris Hilbert has said that “the sustainable 
design enhanced the overall appearance and 
curb appeal of the complex while saving the 
residents money in energy bills. None of 
these improvements would have been possible 

-
ability Manager, concludes that “Lincoln 
Mews is a very important project to have in 
the City of Richmond. It is a great example 
of urban revitalization that provides green, 
affordable housing to residents and creates a 

model for other developers to follow.”

THE BOTTOM LINE 

The extensive renovation of Lincoln Mews provides 
multiple benefits and transformed an entire communi-
ty, creating a healthier, more vibrant community; more 
comfortable and healthier living spaces; and new ways 
for residents to participate in healthy activities. Green, 
affordable housing not only helps individuals and 
families, but also the community and the entire region.

Lincoln Mews new community center
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The Context 

The Greater Richmond 
Region has had the highest 
rate of land being con-
verted to development of 
any major metro area in 
Virginia. As noted earlier, 
one consequence of this 
rapid development is the 
dramatic loss of farmland, 
with the amount of land in 
farms in the region declin-
ing by 12% in just five 
years between 2002 and 
2007,21 and shrinking even 
more rapidly in certain 
localities. 

Paving productive farm-
land diminishes our ability 
to produce fresh food for 
healthy diets, and as more 
fossil fuels are burned 
to transport food longer 
distances, increased air pollution causes or exacerbates 
numerous health problems. Paving open space also 
creates more stormwater runoff and pollutes our water, 
and sprawling development can contribute to physical 
inactivity, leading to problems such as obesity, diabetes, 
and cardiovascular disease.

How food is grown also has important health con-

by reducing the use of pesticides and herbicides that 
pollute our water and that can leave residues that harm 
consumers. In addition, organic farming can reduce 
energy consumption and therefore the health impacts 
that result from air pollution and other byproducts of 
energy production.

Awareness of these trends and impacts has increased in 
-

tum to conserve farmland, forests, and open space; to 
grow more food locally; and to produce and purchase 
more organic food. 

The Project

farm takes its name. Sam Moody is a fourth generation 
farmer on this land. He and his wife Marian decided 
to put a conservation easement on their property, 
which allows them to own, live, and work the farm 
while ensuring that the land will be protected in the 

-
standing conservation values that led to its protection, 
including scenic vistas, rolling fields, forests, a historic 
farmhouse, wetlands, and streams. In addition, the 
Moodys have taken steps such as putting in fencing to 
keep cattle out of streams and adding stream buffers 
that help ensure good water quality.”

The Moodys raise beef cattle and are working toward 
organic certification of the farm, which they hope to 
receive by 2013.

BANDANA FARM 
RURAL CONSERVATION AND LOCAL, ORGANIC AGRICULTURE

PROJECT PROFILE
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Marian Moody says that “Farming is such an impor-
tant part of our identity, and of the history of Hanover 
County. We decided we wanted to keep this beautiful 
land from being built up so that future generations can 
farm it, enjoy it, and benefit from it.”
 
Key Policies and Design

Many policy tools are available to address the loss of 
farmland and open space, including local comprehensive 
plan and zoning provisions, purchase of development 
rights programs, and agricultural vitality programs.

agreements between a landowner and a government 
agency or land trust that permanently prohibit specified 
uses of the land in order to protect its conservation value 
while often specifically permitting other uses—such as 
farming—to continue. In exchange for limiting certain 
development options, the owner can receive state and 
federal tax incentives associated with the charitable dona-
tion of an easement. The landowner continues to own 
and retain the right to sell the property.  

Land Conservancy, notes, “Conservation easements such 

solution to the need to preserve natural areas and our 
working farms and forests with limited public funding. 

-
manent, voluntary land protection.”  

by the General Assembly in 1986, holds the largest 
number of conservation easements in the state, includ-
ing 62 easements in the Greater Richmond Region 
totaling over 9,500 acres.22 The Capital Region Land 

trust serving the Richmond region.23  

-
forts include efforts to combine zoning with the use of 

of Planning, says that “through our rural conserva-
tion zoning district, or RC, we require approximately 
70 percent of acreage to be included in a conservation 
area in certain areas, and to be protected by a conserva-

5,000 acres in such easements.”

It has been estimated that a total of about 16,000 acres 
have been protected in the region through various 
methods. 

Although the number of easements and protected acres 
has increased in recent years, the Richmond region lags 
behind other parts of the state, and area localities have 
also adopted fewer innovative policies such as purchase 

Future, concludes that there is a critical need for greater 
rural conservation since it “is integral to the economic 
and environmental health of a society. Conserving our 
rural resources means that citizens can pursue a liveli-
hood tied to the land, and enjoy green spaces for active 
and passive recreation. Conserving rural space also 
means we value a vibrant and diverse ecosystem—the 
very support of our lives. “

THE BOTTOM LINE

The donation of a conservation easement, stream 
protection efforts, and pursuit of organic certification 

of farmland preservation and organic farming, as well 
as the need to pay close attention to how and where we 
develop, and to how and where we grow our food. 
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The Context 

Health System op-
erates a multi-state 
network of health 
centers, includ-
ing four hospitals 
in the Richmond 

-
ours has launched 
an initiative to 
improve the health 
and quality of life 
in nearby communities by transforming its hospitals 
into health care centers set in environments that aid 
the healing process and promote healthier lifestyles.24 
Key elements of these efforts in the Richmond region 
include a collaborative assessment of needs and assets 
in areas around medical facilities, community dialogue, 
and improving the design of facilities and their connec-
tion to neighboring communities. 

upon a recognition of the relationship between health 

has noted, “studies have shown that better design can 
promote healthier communities by encouraging more 
walking, less driving, and more social-

help build healthier communities and 
to promote healing.” 

The Project

community-based planning efforts at a 
number of its facilities in the Richmond 
region. For example, it partnered with 
the City, the Richmond Redevelop-
ment and Housing Authority, and the 
community to hold public meetings 
and develop a vision to revitalize and 
transform the 25th Street corridor in 

through to Nine Mile Road, includ-

ing the Richmond 
Community 
Hospital area.25 In 
another project in 
a very different, 
suburban context, 
a process planning 
the development 
of the St. Francis 
Medical Center 
campus in west-
ern Chesterfield 
County produced 

a vision to blend additional medical buildings with 
shops, restaurants, housing, and green spaces to alter 
a sprawling area by creating a walkable neighborhood 
with the hospital at its core.26     

Memorial Regional Medical Center, a 70-acre medi-
cal campus in Mechanicsville, will be the focus of the 
next collaborative community planning and design 
process, called a charrette, which is planned to launch 
in the spring of 2012. The Center currently contains 
a large amount of surface parking and the campus 
is buffered and somewhat disconnected from the 
surrounding area. These design challenges are fairly 
typical of much of the suburban development in 
the region, and they greatly limit walking and social 
interaction. 

BON SECOURS 
CONNECTING A SUBURBAN CENTER TO THE COMMUNITY

PROJECT PROFILE
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These areas present some of the most important 
opportunities to redesign the built environment to 
promote healthier lifestyles.  

Some steps have been taken recently to improve 
the environment of the facility itself. For example, 

Gardens to enhance healing by providing both a place 
for patients, visitors, and staff to relax and a place to 
grow fruits, vegetables, and herbs that will be used in 
preparing nutritious meals for patients.
 
Key Policies and Design

A multi-step process will be used to develop a new 
vision for Memorial Regional Medical Center and 
its connection to the surrounding area. This process 
will include an assessment of current facilities, stake-
holder involvement, research and gathering data, 
developing alternative concepts, refining strategies, 
and implementing the plan. As Jason Smith, Healthy 
Communities Liaison for Memorial Regional Medical 
Center, notes, “The collaborative process will uniquely 
address the suburban context of this hospital and the 
needs of the community we serve. While focusing on 
a campus plan, the charrette process will also provide 
an opportunity for the community to dialogue about 
related issues, including access to public spaces, bicycle 
and pedestrian safety, public transportation, affordable 
housing, land use, and other environmental and sus-
tainability concerns that impact community health.”    

Community reaction to the collaborative nature of the 

group is looking forward to the planning process. As 
she stresses, “citizen participation is a vital part of the 
equation when a community makes its land use deci-
sions. A partnership of informed citizens working with 
their elected and appointed officials helps ensure that 
the values and goals of a community receive thought-
ful consideration and imple-
mentation.”

of Supervisors, stated that 
the County “is committed to 
providing our citizens with 
healthy neighborhoods to raise 
our families and grow our 
businesses. Community plan-
ning is also part of economic 
development, and we are 

this facility and create a healthier community.”

Although elements of the plan will become clearer as 
the process gets underway and public input is received, 
it is likely to consider key potential steps to retrofit and 
revitalize this suburban area by creating more of a town 

improving internal and external connectivity (such as 
adding sidewalks and bicycle paths, and improving 

building additional medical facilities and a mixture of 
residential and commercial uses, reducing the dominance 
of surface parking, improving the natural environment, 
and adding community-enhancing amenities. 

County, notes that the County has had informal discus-

hospital and steps to better connect it to the neighbor-
hood, and that the County has in place a number of 
policies that allow a mixture of land uses and that require 
sidewalks and other measures that improve connectivity. 

-
menting any resulting vision. “The benefits of connect-
ing a facility like Memorial Regional Medical Center to 
the community are obvious but challenging to realize,” 
Maloney said. “Community involvement is a great way 
to take on the challenge of harnessing those benefits.”

THE BOTTOM LINE

more walkable, mixed use areas and to connect them to 
the surrounding community illustrate the tremendous 
opportunities to design the built environment in ways 
that promote health and increase connectivity and acces-
sibility. The planned Memorial Regional Medical Center 
project also indicates the enormous potential to retrofit 
some types of existing suburban development to create 
healthier, more vibrant communities.

Before and after: potential improvements to the Medical District, Richmond 

Community Hospital area
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The Context 
Jackson Ward is a mixed 
use neighborhood in 
downtown Richmond 
with a rich history, a 
recent surge in develop-
ment, and a need for 
additional revitaliza-
tion.27 It emerged as one 

African American com-
mercial, entertainment, 
and residential districts 
in the late 19th and 
early 20th century, and 

“Harlem of the South.” Like many African American 
neighborhoods, it experienced massive demolition and 
institutional bulldozing later in the century, including 
the construction of Interstates 95 and 64, the Colise-
um, and facilities for VCU-
MCV.28

-
cludes: “even as late as the 

to revitalize Jackson Ward it 
was necessary to clear much 
of it and redevelop it from 
scratch. We seem to have 
finally gotten past that and 
are getting back to the basics 
with successful rehabilitation 
and infill construction— 
especially in places where the 
historic context survived.” 

Key elements of the commu-
nity remain, including many 
19th century row houses and 
more cast iron work than any 
neighborhood outside of New 

House is a National Historic 

Site, and most of the neigh-
borhood has been designat-
ed as a National Historic 

community has a blend of 
residential and commercial 
uses, a number of vacant 
or underutilized buildings 
and parcels, and a walk-
able, pedestrian-friendly 
urban fabric. These factors 
have contributed to a rise 
in renovation projects in 
Jackson Ward, and position 

it to become a more vibrant, mixed use community. 

-

that Jackson Ward is the largest residential enclave left 
downtown, and that “few cities have such an area—it 

is within walking distance or 
an easy bike ride to a variety of 
entertainment and dining choices 
and is adjacent to the central 
business district.”
 
Major Projects  

Renovation projects have begun 
to transform Jackson Ward, im-
proving the health of the com-
munity and encouraging healthier 
activities such as walking and 
bicycling. Most of this work has 
focused on one and two family 
historic residences, although some 
larger projects have been under-
taken as well. The Richmond 

redeveloped as 113 apartments 
in 2000, and a number of proj-
ects have been completed in the 
last few years, including Jackson 
Commons (energy efficient, green 
infill project with 41 units thus 

JACKSON WARD
PROJECT PROFILE

REVITALIZING A HISTORIC COMMUNITY
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-

(historic rehabilitation adding both office and residen-

Marshall Street.29  

re-use project created 15 apartments and an enclosed 
garage from two buildings, including a two-story ga-

Funeral Home.  This 
was both a historic 
rehabilitation and a 
green building project, 
and added insulation, 
high efficiency internal 
storm windows and 
heating and cooling 
equipment, high efficiency appliances, a photovoltaic 
system to meet part of the electric demand, and a solar 
thermal hot water system.30  

In addition, Ronald Stallings, President of Walker Row 
Partnership, has created about 110 residential units 
and 15 commercial spaces in the 56 projects he has 
developed in Jackson Ward. Most of these projects have 
involved the renovation or the adaptive reuse of vacant 
buildings.31 His flagship project—and perhaps the 

the renovation of the historic Hippodrome Theater, 

and many others played in what was once a thriv-
ing 2nd Street entertainment district. The Hipp and 

2011 and include entertainment venues, a restaurant, 

two retail spaces, and 28 apartments. This project is a 
major part of an effort to bring back 2nd Street as an 
entertainment district.32  

Stallings stresses that the revitalization of Jackson Ward 
means “you can once again live, work, shop, and play 

community with options that fit a range of needs. You 
can have an apartment, a home with a back yard or a 
larger home if you have a family, and there are housing 
choices as you get older as well.”  

Charles Finley, President of the Historic Jackson Ward 
Association, adds that “Jackson Ward has it all—beau-
tiful, historic buildings, a diverse community, a notable 
history, and a neighborhood that is an easy and pleas-
ant place to walk around—all right downtown.”

Before and after: Bliley’s Garage renovation

s, c ud g a two sto y ga
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Key Policies and Design  

Public officials and developers cite a number of poli-
cies that have helped spur the revitalization of Jackson 
Ward, including federal and state preservation tax 

that included the community as an area for focused 
public and nonprofit resources.33 In addition, the City 
made a direct investment of funds in the renovation of 

Plan and several plans for smaller areas provide excel-
lent recommendations for additional steps to improve 
the community. Funding, political and community 
support, and careful project review are needed to 
continue restoring the health of Jackson Ward while 
ensuring that projects are compatible with its character 
and make it even more pedestrian-friendly.

Further steps to encourage the recent wave of historic 
rehabilitation projects and infill have been suggested, 
since many buildings and parcels remain vacant or 

-
ditional incentives 
such as micro loans 
and grants, reduced 
permit fees, tax 
relief, and reduced 
parking require-
ments.34 These steps 
also provide incen-
tives to address the 
high number of 
blighted buildings 
that remain. And the 
City has developed 
a spot blight abate-
ment process for 
some of the most 
derelict structures 
where it can use emi-
nent domain after all 
enforcement options 
have been exhausted.  
Jim Hill cautions 
that this is “a long 
and laborious process,” but concludes that “in difficult 
situations it may be the best tool to get a building fixed 
up or sold to someone who will repair it.”   

There also are challenges at particular locations, 
such as the area around the Convention Center. The 

was intended to bring new life to the Ward, has in-
stead overwhelmed its small scale and created a barrier 
between the Ward and City Center.”35 The City hired 
3North Architect to develop a mini-plan for the area, 
and their recommendations include improved side-
walks, on-street parking, outdoor cafés, dedicated bike 

that these steps can “improve the appearance of the 
area, better orient visitors and help them get around, 
and provide needed amenities that will increase activi-
ties in the area.” 

Streetscape improvements are needed in other parts of 

and street layout are pedestrian-friendly, additional 
investments, such as increasing sidewalk maintenance 
and installing trees along streets, would enhance these 
assets. Street trees not only help create a more attractive 
and comfortable environment that encourages walking 
and bicycling, but they also help improve air quality. 

trees along 3rd Street, a major gateway into Jackson 
Ward from I-64 that previously lacked a single tree.

Improved and additional green space is another step to 
make Jackson Ward a healthier community. Abner Clay 
Park, for example, is a neighborhood park that offers 
important recreational opportunities and a location 

conceptual master plan for the park prepared in 2010 
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recognize, however, the 
park is underutilized and 
some areas are uninviting. 
Specific recommendations 
to upgrade the park in-
clude enhancing pedestrian 
connectivity, improving 
entrances, and adding shade 
trees and plantings to make 
the park more inviting and 
more comfortable.36  

Further, although Jackson 
Ward has a connected street 
network and other ele-
ments that are attractive for 
pedestrians and bicyclists, as 
well as drivers, the range of 
meaningful transportation 
options needs to be expand-
ed. The City has announced 
plans to return at least some 
downtown streets such as 
Marshall Street to two-
way traffic. This will help 
reduce vehicle speeds and 
thus will encourage walking 
and bicycling; in addition, 
eliminating one way streets 
can improve access and 
reduce confusion for drivers 
trying to reach businesses 
and residences.37   

Potential transit improve- 
ments also have been discussed  

including a streetcar, light rail, and a bus rapid transit 
system.38 These proposals typically include a stop at  
2nd Street, a primary gateway to Jackson Ward. They 
could reduce traffic, provide greater transit choices,  
promote economic development, and reduce harmful  
air pollution.

pedestrian projects are in the works such as a new east/
west primary bicycle route across the city that will pass 
through Jackson Ward along Marshall and Leigh be-
tween 2nd Street and 11th Street. Helmboldt notes that 

-
nected street grid provides an environment that is condu-
cive to creating a walkable, bikeable community.”

Before and after: potential transformation of Marshall Street

THE BOTTOM LINE

The revival of Jackson Ward and the potential for 
further revitalization of this historic area illustrate the 
enormous opportunities to create healthier communi-
ties in both senses of that term—the overall health, 
quality of life, and vibrancy of this particular commu-
nity are getting stronger, and improvements to the built 
environment are encouraging healthy activities while 
reducing threats to our health such as air pollution. 
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