A Word in Edgewise …


Last week I had the opportunity to participate in a conference in Topeka on Built Environment and the concept of integrating healthy activities into the planning and building of infrastructure in a community.   My participation was an off-shoot of my work on the board of the Health and Wellness Leadership Team.  Several of our group spent time listening to keynote speakers, attending breakout sessions on various topics and discussing the lessons learned from the conference.   Much of the information was enlightening and encouraged us to investigate further to understand how practices in other communities have enhanced the quality of life in that jurisdiction and blended best methods for promoting healthy lifestyles into the building of the community infrastructure.


Mark Fenton, the foremost advocate on encouraging healthy behaviors through the use of inter-modal planning that brings walking, cycling, and transit into the mix of  street, pathways, and trail construction, delivered a compelling vision of what a community can do to promote healthy lifestyles and build neighborhoods.  His message resonated with the participants that tended to be early adopters of integrated strategies that included healthy activities in any planning conversation.


I was intrigued by many of the ideas brought forward and the dialogue that ensued.  Our board workgroup had an ongoing fluid conversation about how we advance many of the best methods from other communities and build new collaborations in Sedgwick County that embraced these new ideas for healthier living by creating an environment that promoted more human movement and less use of automobiles.  In many cases the new thinking will be a tough sell for our community which is so dependent on the automobile and has limited connectivity of sidewalks, bike lanes and paths, and fragmented transit that does not reach past the city limits of Wichita.  While there are several roadblocks now, the ultimate goal is to continue to educate the public about alternatives, foster pilot projects, and continue to inject healthy activities into the infrastructure conversation.


We would all be better off if we walked more and promoted that in the next generation that is moving towards a more sedentary and less healthy lifestyle.  Obesity has certainly got the health professionals worried and advocating for better nutrition and much more casual and planned exercise in our life.  An offshoot of this worry is beginning to be couched around the whole effort to make our communities more activity friendly.   While frequent bike commuting may be some years away in Wichita, promotion of more bike paths and bike lanes will encourage more activity and greater recreational value.  Ultimately, the in-fill of the downtown with more residential housing will create a need for a different thought process about movement.  More walking and biking will be part of the answer.  


There will be cost involved.  But there will be a cost of doing nothing.   While I am not a wild-eyed radical on the issue, the truth is I believe there are many compelling reasons to advance the conversation in our community.  First, connecting neighborhoods with sidewalks, bike paths, etc. will encourage community building.  Secondly, healthy lifestyle activities will be good for our younger generations and couldn’t hurt us older folks either.   Finally, with health care costs rising and the health care debate raging, investing in infrastructure that promotes mobility and better general health can’t be bad.   And there is probably an economic benefit to be found if our community becomes incrementally healthier because of this new built environment.


I used to walk and ride a bike everywhere as a kid.   It was just part of my life.   I am going to continue to read and learn about the effect of the built environment and continue to promote the dialogue in the community to get a clear understanding of community values, health needs and the public’s focus on movement and mobility and the infrastructure that promotes it.   That’s all for this week.   Thanks for letting me get a word in edgewise.    tn


