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Introduction 

The “Healthy Active Communities for Portland’s Affordable Housing Families” initiative is a 
four year (2009-2013) project that aims to shape policies and neighborhood environments to 
increase healthy eating and active living (HEAL) for children and families living in Portland’s 
affordable housing communities. This project is funded by the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation’s Healthy Kids, Healthy Communities (HKHC) program and is directed by Oregon 
Public Health Institute (OPHI) in partnership with numerous public and community-based 
organizations, including the City of Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, Hacienda 
Community Development Corporation (CDC), ROSE Community Development Corporation 
(CDC), Janus Youth Programs, and the Community Cycling Center, Kaiser Permanente, 
Northwest Health Foundation, and Oregon Opportunity Network. 

During the first year of the initiative, the HKHC Steering Committee conducted various 
assessment activities, including a comprehensive HEAL policy scan, inventory of HEAL 
amenities and maps, community-based PhotoVoice projects, and multiple conversations with 
affordable housing and health stakeholders. This process resulted in the establishment of the 
three following goals for the duration of the initiative:

Goal 1: Enhance multi-family affordable housing sites to accommodate HEAL amenities, 
such as bicycle parking and storage, play facilities and garden space.

Goal 2: Increase connected pedestrian and bicycle networks in lower-income 
communities. 

Goal 3: Enhance healthy food retail options near multifamily housing sites. 

In 2011, the HKHC Site Amenities Work Group was assembled to coordinate the activities to 
achieve Goal 1. The Work Group was tasked with conducting three major assessment activities:
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•	 Site specific PhotoVoice projects

•	 Scan of City zoning codes for multi-family housing developments

•	 Resident and manager site audits

One of the first tasks the Work Group was challenged with was determining the appropriate 
HEAL amenities to explore. These were chosen based on existing research, anecdotal evidence, 
and HEAL best practices and barriers identified through ongoing work. They include:

Active Living Healthy Eating

Bicycle and stroller storage (short and long-term)

Moving around the site (pathways conditions and 
connectivity)

Playing outdoors on the site

Indoor HEAL features

Food storage and preparation

Vending machines

Gardening opportunities (food production) 

HKHC Site Amenities Assessments

Each of the assessment activities aimed to determine how the HEAL amenities listed above 
were experienced in multi-family affordable housing developments, from both residents 
and management perspectives, and whether policy obstacles exist that could potentially be 
removed to increase the installation of HEAL amenities on site. 

PhotoVoice.

PhotoVoice is a methodology or tool that is widely used to engage community members in 
creatively making change to improve their environments by using photography to actively 
examine current conditions in their environment that they experience as problematic in 
order to improve it. Two PhotoVoice projects were completed at ROSE CDC and Hacienda 
CDC. PhotoVoice sought to understand residents’ experience of HEAL amenities and 
the environment’s effects on their health through photography and in-depth dialogues. 
PhotoVoice also involved residents in the process of identifying desired improvements and 
advocating for change.
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Policy scan of City zoning code.

The Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability conducted a scan of zoning code 
regulations (which helps define how land can be used in residential, commercial, industrial, 
and open space zones in the City). The scan helped identify the extent to which City zoning 
codes inhibit or encourage the inclusion of HEAL features in multi-family development; it also 
determined whether changes to the code would provide an effective means for increasing the 
inclusion of HEAL features in future multi-family development or re-development. 

Resident and manger site audits.

The resident and manager site audit objectively documented the existing HEAL amenities 
at certain housing sites to determine the extent to which HEAL features were already being 
included in developments. Information on the extent to which existing codes and/or HEAL 
amenities were meeting the needs of residents and what management practices could 
potentially enhance the use of existing HEAL amenities was collected. 

The PhotoVoices, policy scan, and site audits, are intended to describe both a regulatory and 
experiential situation in multi-family affordable housing properties in Portland. Together, they 
provide a more complete understanding of the existing conditions and health impact that will 
help the Healthy Kids Healthy Communities partners advocate for HEAL amenities at multi-
family developments. 

Findings

Vegetable gardens.

Residents at Leander Court identified a lack of access to healthy 
food in the neighborhood as a barrier to healthy food and expressed 
desire for a garden on site. Residents felt that a community garden 
would encourage more healthy eating practices and provide 
opportunities to build positive relationships in their neighborhoods. 
Only two of the ten properties where site audits were conducted 
had suitable gardening space (Johnson Creek Commons and Bellrose 
Station). Site managers indicated that space existed on sites where 
gardens could be installed. No gardening requirements exist in the 
zoning code, but planter boxes and garden plots are allowed uses in 
the required outdoor areas in some residential zones. Landscaping 

“There are pieces of cigarettes around 

the garden and isn’t good because 

people may think that our apartments 

are dirty or that we don’t take care of 

our community. The community don’t 

care about our garden and they should 

because that give us a lot of impression 

of what our community is.”  

- Carmen, ROSE CDC
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requirements have standards that exclude what could accommodate typical vegetable 
gardens. Some landscaped areas can be used for active recreational use; however, vegetable 
gardening is not identified as a recreational use.

Indoor HEAL features (indoor exercise, food storage/preparation, and vending 
machines).

Residents from Leander Court expressed desire for indoor exercise space and equipment 
and even suggested converting bike storage room for this purpose. The site audit revealed 
that none of the sites had specific space designated for indoor physical activities, but many 
residents indicated they would likely use a space if it were available. Residents felt that food 
shopping and cooking would be more convenient with more refrigeration, cupboard, counter 
space and stove/oven capacity. In most cases, the zoning code regulations focus on activities 
and development that occur on the site, outside of the buildings. What happens inside the 
building such as recreational facilities, vending machines, and indoor food storage areas, are at 
most addressed through amenity bonuses. 

Bicycle and stroller storage (short and long term).

The lack of sufficient indoor bicycle storage was identified as a clear 
need on Hacienda CDC properties. Residents commonly store their 
bicycles unlocked outside, which has led to theft and disagreement 
among neighbors. Storage of large items, including bicycles, is 
a reoccurring nuisance for property managers. Very few audited 
properties have short term storage and only one was documented to 
have long term storage. Residents expressed the most concern about 
safety of their equipment in these short term facilities and the lack of 
safety features in the neighborhood. Long term storage is intended 
for residents, employees, and others who stay at the site for several 
hours and must be located on the site or within 300 feet of the site. 
Short term storage is most intended for visitors, has fewer secure 
parking places, and must be within 50 feet of a main entrance. 

The regulations for both types of bicycle storage include a number 
of requirements to insure they are convenient, usable, and secure. 
Strollers are not specifically addressed in the zoning code. 

“Lots of people just put their bikes out in 

front of their houses. Sometimes it’s a 

bad idea because they can get stolen.”  

 - Luis, Hacienda CDC
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Moving around the site (pathway conditions and connectivity).

Photos from both PhotoVoice projects of uneven walkways, sidewalks 
that abruptly ended, and unpaved and muddy pathways were all 
cited as barriers to physical activity. Lighting and safety was a repeated 
concern on several properties particularly in areas where people 
make frequent trips or are returning from off street parking. Managers 
reported that buildings, amenities, and site access points were 
generally connected by well-maintained paved walkways, although 
only three of the sites had paths wide enough for two people to 
walk side by side. Managers also noted that surrounding traffic and 
pedestrian signage was not adequate on walkways. Residents also 
indicated similar dissatisfaction with these types of amenities. The 
zoning code requires that new multi-family developments, with 

three or more units, in all zones meet a set of pedestrian standards that provide straight line 
connections between abutting sites and parking areas, hard-surfaced paths with elevation 
changes, or different paving material and appropriate lighting for dark hours.

Playing outdoors on the site.

The PhotoVoice projects revealed that while play structures existed on both Hacienda CDC  
and ROSE CDC properties, they were underutilized because of a design or safety feature, 
particularly for children. In some cases, unused or open space could be an adequate space for 
play if proper lighting or surveillance measures were installed. According to manager audits, 
play structures existed for children, were well maintained, and large enough to accommodate 
all types of users. Residents’ most common concern was the safety of children playing on sites. 

There are zoning code requirements for outdoor areas for recreation in some residential multi-
dwelling zones that specify the minimum area per unit to be dedicated to outdoor area space, 
types of paving, and minimum landscaping requirements. Standards for trees, benches, pools, 
play and picnic areas exist but these amenities are not required. Density bonuses are also 
offered as incentives for the development of recreational uses.

“How can our kids walk safely to school 

when the sidewalks end and they are 

forced to walk into the busy street.” – 

Kathy, ROSE CDC 
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Conclusions

•	 Different needs for HEAL features. Multifamily housing sites vary greatly in size, design 
and resident demographics, which explains the different needs and priorities of families for 
HEAL amenities on their property. For instance, at Hacienda, the residents identified bike 
storage as a need whereas residents at Leander Court prioritized the need for a vegetable 
garden. Understanding resident concerns and priorities and how they would like to use 
their physical space is important for the design of new housing as well as upgrades/
modifications to existing housing.

•	 Property maintenance and management. The presence of a HEAL amenity may not be 
sufficient for ensuring that residents make the best use of it. Resident comments indicate 
that shared features such as long term bike storage and play areas need to be managed or 
monitored to make sure they are used properly. If the site is not maintained (e.g., sidewalks 
repaired, trash removed, light bulbs replaced), the zoning code requirements that 
encourage outdoor activity may not be effective. 

•	 Competing needs for outdoor space. Multifamily housing developments must 
accommodate site elements that compete with outdoor health-promoting features such 
as outdoor play areas and well-designed, pleasant pedestrian walkways. Some of the most 
significant competing features include required stormwater facilities, minimum parking 
areas (although often developers provide more parking than required by zoning code), 
required setbacks and required loading spaces. In residential zones, minimum density 
standards (that ensure Portland’s land supply can meet its share of the regional housing 
needs) may limit site area that is available for usable open space. 

The presence of identified HEAL features on at least one, if not more, of the audited sites 
indicates that it is at least possible to include these features if the developer is willing and 
able to do so. The barrier to including HEAL features might not be a code or policy issue as 
much as the competition among multiple needs which cannot all be accommodated on 
a relatively small site. Other constraints include financing issues, or a lack of appreciation 
on the part of developers of how or why to include such features when developing or 
remodeling a site.
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•	 Nonconforming development. Many of the city’s affordable multi-dwelling sites 
have nonconforming development that does not meet the current zoning regulations. 
Common examples are substandard pedestrian walkways or a lack of bicycle parking. This 
happens, particularly in older developments, when changes to zoning regulations are 
made and existing development does not meet the new zoning regulations. There is no 
requirement to upgrade properties to meet the current regulations unless alterations to 
a development are made that are valued over $137,650. If this threshold is reached, then 
any component of the development that is out of compliance in the following areas must 
be brought into compliance: pedestrian circulation systems; bicycle parking; minimum 
landscaped area; screening; and a number of specific landscaping requirements relating  
to setbacks and parking areas. 

The remodeling process offers an opportunity to add or improve HEAL amenities. ROSE 
CDC is currently undergoing a significant remodel to the Bellrose Station Apartments that 
will include the addition of a community room, play structure, improved walkways, and 
gardening space.

•	 Amenity bonuses for HEAL and crime prevention features are not widely used. 
Although there are many amenity bonuses in the City’s zoning code today that encourage 
health-promoting features, historically developers have not taken advantage of them. 
Often, the benefit of providing the amenity (usually additional development potential) 
is not needed in the project. There is also concern that the regulations are cumbersome 
and difficult to use and that many developers do not understand the value that HEAL and 
crime prevention features may add to their projects. 

Because safety (or the perception of feeling safe) has been identified as a key element 
to the amount of active living that occurs in a housing development (i.e. residents that 
don’t feel safe don’t use health-promoting features like outdoor recreation areas) a better 
understanding of the barriers to using the crime prevention amenity bonus- as well as to 
incorporating general design concepts that increase safety (e.g., better lighting, causal 
surveillance of public spaces) would be helpful.



 Oregon Public Health Institute  www.orphi.org PAGE 8
tomorrow’s 
health today

Next Steps 

HKHC Partnership Goals

•	 Continue to support and empower residents to 
advocate for increased HEAL amenities—resulting 
in built HEAL features such as bike storage facilities, 
community gardens, or play areas.

•	 Increase awareness of the value of HEAL 
amenities among affordable housing and market 
rate developers, property managers and other 
stakeholders with the ultimate goal of increasing 
HEAL features in new and renovated affordable 
housing developments. 

•	 Influence policies such as building and zoning 
codes, density bonuses, etc. to increase HEAL 
amenities to positively affect residents’ health.

Resident Advocacy Goals 

•	 Prioritize findings and identify a project to pursue – Work with residents to analyze the 
results of their PhotoVoice project and prioritize projects they would like to champion in 
their community. 

•	 Develop a campaign plan for the desired change – Work with residents to research the 
project, set a realistic goal, assess existing resources, capacity and needs, and plan action 
steps towards achieving their goal.

•	 Work with HKHC partners to connect with policy makers – Create opportunities for 
residents to continue telling their stories and to advocate for increased access to HEAL 
amenities on multi-family affordable housing sites. 

•	 Encourage developers to incorporate resident feedback into the design of new buildings 
and rehabilitation of existing buildings.

Children at Leader Court on playground equipment.


