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Subject

Healthy Housing Guidelines

Purpose

The Public Health – Seattle & King County (PHSKC) Environmental Health Services is providing an overview of work to date on draft Healthy Housing Guidelines & Recommendations.

Summary

In 2014, the Board of Health created a Healthy Housing Subcommittee to promote healthy housing and determine potential strategies to improve health outcomes influenced by housing. The subcommittee has met five times since August 2015 and includes Boardmembers Largo Wales and Chris Delecki.
Improvements in our local housing conditions can support the improvement of all residents’ health. Despite national housing guidelines that recommend an integrated approach to healthy housing, substantial barriers make it difficult for King County property owners and residents to identify and address housing-related hazards. Standardized countywide healthy housing guidelines, including broader inclusion of community planning and housing affordability, are the result of the Subcommittee’s work.
The Subcommittee is presenting draft Healthy Housing Guidelines & Recommendations for consideration by the full Board of Health.  
Background

In 2011 the Board of Health received a briefing about healthy housing as a part of an integrated approach to reducing asthma, injuries and toxic exposures. The briefing provided an overview of housing-related health outcomes in King County and provided a range of policy and systems changes to promote healthy housing. Follow the briefing, Public Health – Seattle & King County's Environmental Health Services and Prevention Divisions engaged interested stakeholders which culminated in the development of a strategic agenda to address healthy housing. Elements prioritized for further exploration included standardization of healthy housing language, funding, and increasing knowledge and awareness of the connections between housing and health.

In 2014, the Board of Health created a Healthy Housing Subcommittee to promote healthy housing and determine potential strategies to improve health outcomes influenced by housing.
Foundation
Children and adults spend as much as 65% of their time inside their homes.
 Consequently, deficient physical housing conditions can cause significant illness including asthma, lead poisoning, and unintentional injuries especially in vulnerable populations such as children, persons with chronic health conditions and the elderly.
 A 2009 statement from Steven K. Galson, Acting Surgeon General, identified the leading causes of housing-related preventable deaths, disease, and disability in the United States as “asthma, lead poisoning, deaths in house fires, falls on stairs, and from windows, burns and scald injuries, and drownings in bathtubs and pools.” The leading causes of housing-related disease, injury and death in King County are asthma, falls, and unintentional poisonings. Additional housing-related health problems may include allergy, depression, respiratory infections, cardiovascular disease and cancer.

Affordable, safe, quality housing is a determinant of equity
, and poor housing and neighborhood conditions contribute to significant health and opportunity inequities.
 The King County Health and Human Services Transformation Plan identifies housing quality as one of many significant social and health indicators that reflects a pattern of inequity throughout King County. (Figure 1) One of the early strategies of the Transformation Plan, called Communities of Opportunity, supports community-identified goals that increase equity – health, social, racial, and economic – and positively influence policies, systems and practices within and across these communities. Community representatives often identify poor housing conditions and unaffordability as important underlying root causes of poor outcomes and inequities. Healthy housing guidelines would benefit this effort by providing a source of information for use by community development groups and residents to influence policy makers to create healthier living environments.  

Anyone can suffer from housing-related illnesses or injuries; however, certain groups are more susceptible. Risk factors that increase the vulnerability for housing-related health issues include age of residents, income, ethnicity, and geographic location. 

Figure 1: Housing Indicators
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Guidelines & Recommendations
The Board of Health Healthy Housing Subcommittee decided to move forward with the development of Guidelines & Recommendation as the most appropriate policy mechanism for addressing the connections between housing and health. The Guidelines & Recommendations broadly encompass residential housing design and maintenance, education and outreach, community design, human services and affordability.

The Guidelines & Recommendations are intended to inform government officials working at regional, county and city levels on housing strategies and policies throughout King County in compliance with the 2012 King County Countywide Planning Policies. These Guidelines & Recommendations should be considered and applied through an overall policy strategy that takes into account equity in housing opportunities and balances the need to address unhealthy housing conditions with the preservation and expansion of affordable housing stock in King County.

The adoption of King County Healthy Housing Guidelines would create a common, holistic and official set of local standards that describe healthy housing conditions specific to King County. Public Health could then create an implementation manual directed to each Guideline & Recommendation to assist cities and unincorporated areas of King County to influence construction and rehabilitation, comprehensive planning, zoning, building code, nuisance code, property maintenance code and home-owner assistance programs. Use of the Guidelines by cities and developers in housing development decisions, rental housing inspection, comprehensive planning and ordinances will improve housing conditions in King County and contribute to improving health outcomes in vulnerable populations as well as reduce the cost burden of housing-related conditions.
Stakeholder Engagement
Stakeholder feedback has been gathered over the past two years focused on gauging audience knowledge of the connections between housing and health and the draft Guidelines & Recommendations. Engaged stakeholders represent a variety of audiences including local government (code enforcement, planners, and health and human services), housing advocacy organizations, low-income housing providers, and property managers. A listing of stakeholders commenting on the draft Guidelines & Recommendations is in Attachment 1. Strategies to engage stakeholders included key informant interviews, surveys, and facilitated group feedback sessions. Stakeholder engagement has been on-going since 2014 with larger milestones taking place on:
· November 2014
Code Enforcement Survey

· December 2015
Property Management Survey

· January 20, 2016
Group Feedback Session

· January 27, 2016
Group Feedback Session

Key findings from stakeholders are:
· General stakeholder knowledge of the connections between health and housing and their impacts to health.
· It is unclear where responsibility lies for protecting the health of residents. 
· Enthusiasm for Public Health taking on and being a voice for healthy housing and providing a unique way to frame and discuss the intersections between housing and health.
· Stakeholders are feeling a general fatigue around change and policies. Local governmental officials are feeling planned out and those stakeholders more aligned with implementation are feeling close to or at a maximum work capacity. 

Next Steps

The Committee will continue to meet until the Healthy Housing Guidelines & Recommendations are finalized and presented to the full Board of Health for potential adoption.
Attachment 1

Stakeholders Providing Feedback
City of Auburn*

Auburn Youth Resources

Bellwether Housing

Enterprise Community Partners

City of Federal Way*

Habitat for Humanity Seattle – King County

Housing Development Consortium

City of Kent*

King County Solid Waste – Green Tools

City of Renton*

Renton Housing Authority

Rental Housing Association of Washington

City of SeaTac*

City of Seattle*

Seattle Chinatown International Preservation District Association

Tenants Union of Washington

City of Tukwila*

Washington Multi-Family Housing Association

Washington State Department of Health

Stakeholder Organizations Asked
American Lung Association

International Rescue Committee

Puget Sound Regional Council

Tribal Healthy Homes Network

WA Department of Health & Humans Services – Office of Refugee & Immigrant Services

* Engaged staff were from the planning, human services, and/or code enforcement departments.
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