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Polk County is one of the fastest growing counties in Florida, a rapidly growing state. Development and residential construction continue to increase and expand, outpacing infrastructure and services. Concurrent with this expanding development, chronic disease status indicators for the county lag behind both state averages and Healthy People 2010 goals. Research has shown a connection between health status and the built environment. 
A Health Impact Assessment (HIA) protocol is under development for construction projects and developments in Polk County. This tool will be derived from existing HIAs and customized for the unique characteristics of Polk County. The HIA will include review of proposed developments and construction for components designed to increase physical activity of the residents, such as adequate sidewalks, lighting, proximity to retail and accessibility by transportation other than private motor vehicle. The HIA process will be incorporated into the existing development review process without additional review time or impact on the current county procedures.

Industry education and support are essential for the success of an HIA in this area. Incentives to encourage participation by the construction and development industry include fast track permitting for properties within a development which have undergone an HIA and have incorporated preferred design elements, as well as designation by the Polk County Health Department as a “Healthy Design” community or development. Such a designation can be used as a marketing tool to attract potential new homeowners.

The resultant improved community design will, over time, facilitate an increased level of physical activity in community members and, ultimately, an improvement in community health status.
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