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Urban Planning and Community

Health in Historical Context

» Hyun-sun Choi(‘Choi’): Professor Sloane, thank you for accepting this
interview for Korean readers. It would be a wonderful opportunity to
understand current issues of urban planning and public health, neighborhaod
dynamics, and urban planning history. For our audience, can you tell us
about your academic background briefly?

»»> David C. Sloane(‘Sloane’): I began thinking about cities as an
undergraduate at the University of Wisconsin-Madison where I was fortunate
to take courses in history from well known scholars in history, geography and
sociology. I then entered graduate school at the Maxwell School of Citizenship
and Public Affairs at Syracuse University. My training was in American
history, focusing on urban cultures. After graduating, I worked for several
years at Dartmouth College before accepting a position on the USC planning
faculty in 1992.

» Choi: I know that you have studied on diverse issues, including Urban
History and Community Health Planning. Can you tell us what your research
interests and fields are?

»» Sloane: My research today falls into three areas. First, my dissertation was

an examination of the American cemetery as a cultural landscape, published as
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my first book, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History(1991). I continue to work on
issues of the history of memory, memorialization, and culture. I am currently writing a book tentatively
titled Everyone Deserves to be Remembered on current trends in public and private memorialization.

Second, and more directly related to your audience, I began working on the relationship of health
and planning as soon as I joined the faculty at USC. Early on, I focused on assessing health care
systems of neighborhoods and cities that resulted in several professional reports. I then worked with
my wife to connect my work on cultural landscapes with health issues, which resulted in our book,
Medicine Moves to the Mall (2003). This work explored the history of the modern hospital. We
argued that increasingly hospitals are being designed using the shopping mall (as well as hotels and
homes) as a model since health care providers have begun to think of their patients as customers. It
also looked at the unbundling of health care services from medical office buildings into shopping
malls. Who would have thought that you could have eye surgery in a shopping mall, but you can!
Such changes raise all sorts of design and planning issues. If health care is increasingly viewed as
simply another consumer good, does that change how we imagine the profession of medicine? If
health care is being offered through malls, does that change how we design malls?

Starting in 1999, I became part of a team funded by the Centers for Disease Prevention and Control
(CDC) to create a demonstration model of how communities could diminish or eliminate health
disparities among American Africans around cardiovascular disease and diabetes. American- Africans
contract and die from these diseases at disproportionate rates. This disparity is partly genetic, but it is
also partly caused by racism within American society. While my colleague LaVonna Lewis brought
to ‘the project her expertise in health care policy and the Community Health Councils, Inc. led the
project, my role in this community-base collaborative research was to think about how to measure
community physical activity and nutrition resources. This research led to several articles on assessing
food markets, restaurants and physical activity sites as well as on other aspects of the project.

My third area is on the safety of neighborhoods, specifically on street gangs and their impact on
neighborhood life. I have been fortunate to work with two remarkable scholars, Cheryl Maxson
(criminologist) and Karen Hennigan (psychologist). We have conducted several studies that examine
community policing as well as assess the effectiveness of a specific gang intervention tool, a civil
gang injunction. Karen and I are currently analyzing data from our National Science Foundation

funded study on the role of social identity in whether young people join gangs.
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» Choi: Cannot help one question regarding your book. You have influenced significantly on
planning and history with your book, “The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History
(Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). Even though I could see reviews about your book, can you
give us your evaluation of this book in the field of planning and history?

»» Sloane: The book was recently termed a classic in the field, which was very nice. Americans, and
probably Koreans as well, are always a little amazed that I write about burial places. However, the
cemetery is a remarkable cultural institution. A generation before Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert
Vaux designed America’ s first great urban park, Central Park in New York City, a generation of
American cemeteries created a new sensibility about nature in the city. Winding roads, vistas, and
horticultural displays were part of such cemeteries as Mount Auburn outside Boston (founded 1831),
providing a justification for the urban parks that sprouted up around America after the Civil War (post
1865). And, that is just the beginning of the story. The cemetery is much more important than many
planners know as a site of public memory, a gathering spot that serves as a pseudo-public space, as

well as a community historical place.

» Choi: Can you tell us more detail about your research regarding health and crime in community?
Especially, I think that your recent research for community health and physical amenities in two Los
Angeles communities may an important research. Unfortunately, as I observed, many planners in
Korea might not realize much about community health planning. So, if you give us some importance
of your recent study in the field of urban planning, that would be wonderful insight for readers.

»» Sloane: Community health planning is a very important element of our averall profession, not just
in the United States but worldwide. First, let me remind your readers that health concerns were an
essential foundation of planning. Why do we have zoning? Well, contemporaries worried about their
children living next to environmental nuisances, such as slaughterhouses| On what basis did they
argue for those nuisances be removed the health and safety of their families. Today, of course, we
take for granted the environmental regulations that protect our health - from toxic chemicals or the
bad air associated with smog. Again, though the basis of most of those regulations is our health. So,
health has long been an important basis of planning.

Now we are particularly concerned about sprawl and its counterpart, the desolation of the central
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city. In both places, health concerns are once again shaping planning responses. Transit-oriented
development is justified on the basis it will get people walking, limit the toxic outputs of cars, and
connect people to their work/leisure. All those hopes are related to health outcomes.

My work is slightly different. I am not involved in studies of the physical environment but I am
trying to refine how we measure the service or resource environment available to people to live a
healthy life. We all know how easy it is to get a meal that is bad for us! Well, we determined through
our work that in Los Angeles, African Americans living in our project area were much more likely to
have a small grocery store that didn’ t offer healthy items such as low-fat milk, fresh fruit and
vegetables and fast food restaurants that did not allow customers to exchange fried foods for healthier
preparations such as broiled foods than our control area of West Los Angeles. Our work has led
policymakers to consider laws that would offer subsidies to large grocery stores to open stores in
underserved areas and that would place a moratorium on new fast food restaurants in areas like the
one we studied.

We also found that our study area was much more dependent on public physical activity resources
than West Los Angeles, which had a mixture of private and public resources.So, if, as is happening in
California right now, public budgets are cut dramatically, vulnerable communities might lose
important programs for the elderly and youth.

Safety is very critical to neighborhood development. Unsafe neighborhoods are unlikely to be
places where moms take their children to the park or where couples sit out on the front porch and talk
with their neighbors. In our work, we examined whether the influence of a gang could be diminished
using a specific legal intervention tool, a civil gang injunction. Essentially, the gang is treated as a
corporate entity where the members are prohibited from associating with each other. So, they cannot
sit on the corner and intimidate neighbors. Our study was the first ever done on this type of
intervention. It showed that the intervention did make people feel less afraid. We worry that the long-

term impacts may not be as large as some hope.

» Choi: Enjoyed reading your article in Journal of the American Planning Association (Winter 2006).
“From Congestion to Sprawl” gives wonderful insight about planning and health. Can you tell me your

theory briefly to Korean readers? Is urban sprawl bad for heath of American communities? Also, I
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want to hear more about current paradigm and trend in the field of health and planning in America.

»» Sloane: This article argues that health and planning are connected more closely when they share a
common agenda. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the two professions came together to
combat the effects ofthigh densities, particularly the congested conditions in homes and on the streets.
They worried that high densities were causing people to get sick, making communities less safe, and
providing sites for social immorality. The profession of city planning emerged partially out of those
concerns. It was an effort to create a more rational, efficient, safe, and healthy city.

A century later, near the end of the 20thcentury, the two professions once again found common
ground. Ironically, the challenge this time was how do we fix the problems associated with very low
densities, specifically sprawl. Sprawl has been related to the rise in obesity, worries about
environmental pollution, and loss of community. Public health professionals joined with planners to
promote a new agenda, focused on making cities more compact and more pedestrian friendly. They
wanted to create a place where residents could meet and create community more easily. The coalition
that emerged, supported by associated movements such as New Urbanism, is embodied in the
concepts of Smart Growth, which has become increasingly popular in the United States and

worldwide.

» Choi: For planners and scholars in Korea, can you give some your recommendations for study of
health and planning in Korea' s development context? I would say that the planning context of Korea
is véry fast and intense development. Some fields of planning have advanced, but some did not. Let" s
say health and planning is not well acknowledged yet. In this situation, do you think how Korea
planning can apply your theory and research?

»» Sloane: Every society is different, and Korean planners are better prepared to say than I am what
their society needs. I will make two suggestions. First, one lesson from the recent work I and many
other planners have done is that community knowledge is very rich. Residents know about their
communities in ways that professional planners and academics can never know. We need to establish
partnerships with communities where our expertise and their knowledge merge into a powerful
understanding of the conditions so we can plan better, healthier places. Our work in South Los

Angeles has repeatedly proven to me that such a partnership is challenging, but that it also makes our
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work much more powerful. For instance, when we first met with residents and asked them why more
people didn’ t walk around their neighborhoods, all the experts expected them to say they were afraid
of the crime. Instead, they pointed out such issues as broken streetlights making the area dark, cracks
in the sidewalks making it hard for elderly folks to walk, and big dogs tied up in yards scaring
walkers. With that knowledge, we can make better plans that can help people live healthier lives.
Second, health is an important outcome of planning. If we create places where it is hard to walk,
difficult to talk to our neighbors, a challenge to get healthy resources, and isolated from our jobs, we
are creating places that will discourage the health, safety and well-being of our fellow residents.
Planners have the opportunity to look again at their designs, practices, and policies, and challenge
themselves to consider how each promotes a better community. I encourage your readers to look at
the Smart Growth scorecards and other assessment tools. Those tools will need to be adapted to
Korean circumstances, but they provide a foundation for thinking about community that will help

planners make better decisions for their communities.

» Choi: Thanks for your interview.

»» Sloane: At the University of Southern California we have been lucky over the years to have many,
many fine Korean students in our planning program. We are proud of our relationship with Korea,

and so, I thank you for the opportunity to tell your readers about my work.



