
Evaluating a Proposed Policy
to Promote Physical Fitness in Public Parks

The use of EnviroAtlas in a Health Impact Assessment (HIA), 
Town ‘n’ Country area of Tampa Bay, Florida

http://amatampabay.org

EnviroAtlas Use Case

EnviroAtlas is a collection
of interactive tools and
resources that allow users
to explore the many
benefits people receive
from nature. This use case
is an example of how
EnviroAtlas data and tools
can be used in a Health
Impact Assessment (HIA)
to address community
health concerns and
needs.

www.epa.gov/enviroatlas

http://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas


1 An HIA is “a systematic process that uses an array of data sources and analytic methods and considers input from stakeholders to determine 
the potential effects of a proposed policy, plan, program, or project on the health of a population and the distribution of those effects within the 
population. HIA provides recommendations on monitoring and managing those effects” (National Research Council of the National Academies). 
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Objective of the Use Case
o To demonstrate how EnviroAtlas tools and data can contribute to an HIA1 to assist 

decision-makers in a health context. 

o The key decision assessed in this HIA is whether to adopt a policy permitting local 
businesses and organizations to provide free outdoor exercise classes in county parks.

www.rehabcenter.org

For more information on EnviroAtlas, please visit www.epa.gov/enviroatlas
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http://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas


HIA Location: Hillsborough County, Florida
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The HIA focused on the       Town ’n’ Country area in Hillsborough County, Florida. 

swfwmd.state.fl.us

EnviroAtlas includes fine-scale 
maps and resources for the 
urbanized area around Tampa, 
FL in Hillsborough, Hernando, 
Pasco, and Pinellas Counties. 

EnviroAtlas Tampa community boundary
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EnviroAtlas and the HIA Process
o A primary aim of EnviroAtlas is to assist stakeholders with decisions regarding nature’s benefits 

to families and communities. 

o EnviroAtlas can inform the HIA process on current environmental status and how key decisions 
concerning the environment may affect different groups of people, including vulnerable 
populations. 
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This use case covers some of the 
EnviroAtlas resources recommended 
for the HIA process, and those used in 
the Town ‘n’ Country assessment.  
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https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/hia_guide_final_pdf.pdf


o Objective: Consider the potential public health 
benefit of permitting outdoor fitness classes in 
public parks. 

o Target group: Adult (20-64 yrs.) residents in a 
predominantly Hispanic/Latino community 

o Stakeholders: The Florida Dept. of Health—
Hillsborough County (DoH-Hillsborough) 
partnered with the county’s Dept. of Parks, 
Recreation, and Conservation in August, 2014.  

o Process: The HIA included input from the 
public, considered vulnerable populations and 
determinants of health, examined short and 
long-term health impacts, and provided 
results and recommendations.
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HIA Approach Taken by The Florida Department of Health
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o A sedentary lifestyle contributes to greater 
stress levels and increased risk of diabetes, 
obesity, and cardiovascular diseases. 

o About 26% of adults in the State of Florida 
are sedentary in their lifestyles (CDC 
Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, 
2016). 

o Data on adult exercise levels suggest that 
Hispanics/Latinos are the most sedentary 
(32%) of the racial/ethnic groups assessed 
in the county (Florida CHARTS, 2013). 

o Despite numerous city, county, and state 
parks and recreation centers located in 
Hillsborough County, there are various 
barriers to their use for exercise such as not 
having an instructor/ facilitator or group 
activities offered.

Allowing free outdoor fitness programs in parks could increase
opportunities for physical activity and promote park visitation.

Why is Hillsborough County Considering
Fitness Classes in Parks?
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Top 10 Health Issues in Hillsborough County
Source: Healthy Hillsborough
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How Can Parks Promote Public Health?

o Urban green spaces are linked to increased physical activity.

o Outdoor physical activity yields greater health benefits than indoor equivalents.

o Benefits include healthy weight, cognitive function and emotional well-being.

o Vulnerable populations such as low-income and minority groups are especially likely to 
benefit.
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Determining Potential Health Outcomes
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Recreation & Physical Activity 
is one of six topics that 
demonstrates impacts on 
human health outcomes

The EnviroAtlas Eco-Health Relationship Browser helped identify potential health effects 
associated with increased participation in physical activity.

The Browser 
includes over 30 
health outcomes, 
as indicated by 
500 + published 
studies.

This interactive tool shows linkages between 
health issues of concern and their relationships 
to the presence or absence of particular 
ecosystem services.
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https://enviroatlas.epa.gov/enviroatlas/Tools/EcoHealth_RelationshipBrowser/index.html
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The Town n’ Country HIA drew from the Eco-Health Relationship Browser to identify 
short- and long-term health benefits that could be addressed by the proposed policy.
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Selecting the Study Area with Population Data

To view EnviroAtlas maps, go to Interactive Mapping Application

EnviroAtlas also includes U.S. 
Census socioeconomic data. 
These demographic maps 
supported the selection of the 
HIA study area to prioritize 
vulnerable populations when 
considering free outdoor fitness 
programs. 

% population with income below twice 
the poverty level at the block-group level

Town ‘n’ Country is circled in red. 
The graduated orange symbols 
show that a significant 
percentage of low-income 
residents live there.
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Fact sheets for general audiences describe EnviroAtlas maps that are available for 
the study area, and help to identify key issues.  They highlight the additive benefits 
of parks, green space, and tree cover—these include increased social ties and 
engagement with nature, as well as heat reduction and air pollutant filtration.

What Additional Issues Should Be Considered?
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Target Parks in the Town ‘n’ Country Area

Page 11 of 18 

Town ‘n’ Country was chosen 
because it has: 

• a large Hispanic/Latino 
population 

• limited English language 
proficiency

• pockets of high poverty and 
low educational achievement

Study area (black lines) and target parks (green polygons) in the western part 
of the Town ‘n’ Country area of Hillsborough County, FL. 

As a result of the assessment process, 
the HIA focused on a predominantly 
Hispanic/Latino community in the 
western part of the Town ‘n’ Country 
area. Target parks with nearby 
populations that might benefit from 
the proposed free outdoor fitness 
policy are shown in green. 
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Estimating Proximity to Target Parks in Target Area
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Viewing EnviroAtlas’ proximity to parks data 
in conjunction with low-income population 
data in the target area, can also be helpful 
for estimating access to the proposed 
physical activity classes among community 
members in greatest need. 

DoH-Hillsborough analysts calculated the 
population within 500 meters’ walking 
distance from target parks and found that 
of the 28,086 estimated population in the 
target area, approximately 19 percent 
would have easy access to the proposed 
outdoor classes. 

Estimated walking distance to a park entrance, overlaid with 
block-group census data on percent population with income 
below twice the poverty level.
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To view EnviroAtlas maps, go to Interactive Mapping Application

https://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas/enviroatlas-interactive-map


Estimating Tree Cover and Green Space in the Study Area
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The HIA determined that significant parts of the study area have low tree cover and green space.  
Therefore, existing green infrastructure was considered unlikely to promote physical activity in 
the absence of the proposed incentive.

EnviroAtlas block-group level data were downloaded to create customized maps 
of percent tree cover and total green space. 

DOH-Hillsborough GIS Map of Percent Tree CoverEnviroAtlas Interactive Map of Percent Tree Cover

To download EnviroAtlas maps, go to EnviroAtlas Data Download

https://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas/forms/enviroatlas-data-download


Estimating Tree Cover along Walkable Roads in Study Area
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Percent tree cover along walkable roads at the block-group level 
in the target area. 

The EnviroAtlas map, Tree Cover 
along Walkable Roads, could also 
be valuable for estimating ease of 
access to parks and recreation 
centers in the study area.  

Street trees provide aesthetic 
appeal while both walking to and 
participating in outdoor recreation. 
They also increase social contact 
and thermal comfort. 

Anna Gorman/KHN
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Predictions
o The proposed policy would increase access to physical activity opportunities for the 

target population.

o There would be improvements in physical and mental well-being resulting from free 
or low-cost outdoor fitness classes in area parks. 

o Engaging in physical activity in a natural setting (e.g., in parks) would improve 
physical and mental health because exercise improves fitness, but also because 
nature has a restorative benefit on health.

Recommendations
o Consider adopting a policy allowing outdoor fitness classes at County parks and 

recreational centers free of charge.

o Work with the citizens’ advisory committee to perform a sidewalk/walkability audit 
within 500 meters of the target parks’ entrances. 

o Plant mature shade trees in and around areas where people congregate. 

Impact Predictions & Recommendations

Anna Gorman/KHN
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Reporting
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“…specific areas within the County were identified as
being most vulnerable and this report will be shared
with the Director of the Hillsborough County
Department of Parks, Recreation, and Conservation. A
meeting will also be scheduled in order to present the
results and recommendations of the HIA, and to discuss
the importance and utility of HIA for future use in the
County. Abbreviated formats of the report will be
developed (i.e. executive summary briefs, fact sheets,
etc.) in both English and Spanish and shared via various
platforms, such as websites, email, hard copy
distribution, and social media.”

County Parks and Recreation Fitness Policy, HIA 
Florida Department of Health in Hillsborough County
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http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/external-sites/health-impact-project/tnc-parks-and-rec-hia-final-report.pdf?la=en

http://www.pewtrusts.org/%7E/media/assets/external-sites/health-impact-project/tnc-parks-and-rec-hia-final-report.pdf?la=en


Conclusion 

o The Florida DoH in Hillsborough County conducted an HIA to evaluate a proposed policy to 
promote physical fitness in public parks free of charge.

o They were able to use EnviroAtlas tools and resources to aid in their assessment. 

o Findings: Adopting the policy is likely to increase access to physical activity opportunities and 
improve mental health and physical well-being, especially among low-income and Hispanic 
residents living within a walking distance of target area parks and recreation centers. 
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Two primary EnviroAtlas tools aided in HIA process:
1. The Eco-Health Relationship Browser guided the selection of potential health outcomes for 

inclusion in the “Pathway Diagram” (page 8) depicting short- to long-term health effects of 
the proposed policy.

2. Interactive Map: Block-group maps of percent green space and tree cover were downloaded 
to guide the impact predictions and recommendations of the proposed policy.

Additional EnviroAtlas data layers that are relevant to community physical 
activity:
o Percent population within walking distance to the nearest park entrance

o Percent green space within ¼ square kilometer

o Percent green space along walkable roads

o Average reduction in ambient temperature due to tree cover

o Estimated intersection density of walkable roads

o Percent population over 70 years old

o Percent population under 13 years old
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This use case has been reviewed and 
approved by the National Health and 

Environmental Effects Research 
Laboratory, U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency. Contents do not 
necessarily reflect the views and 

policies of the Agency.

Find these data layers under 
Ecosystem Services and Biodiversity 

in the Interactive Map 

https://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas/enviroatlas-eco-health-relationship-browser
https://www.epa.gov/enviroatlas/enviroatlas-interactive-map
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