Section 4 - Active Living and Healthy Neighborhoods
PURPOSE
The built environment is an important determinant of the community’s health and economic
vitality. Research suggests that building an environment where people have the ability to live
active lifestyles is more effective than encouraging healthy living through educational efforts.
Health impacts should be taken into consideration when evaluating new development as local
decisions on land use and transportation have an impact on physical activity, air and water
quality, and safety.
The way a community is planned and designed can:
• promote active living that encourages physical activity and exercise,
• strengthen social cohesion,
• enhance the local economy, and
• increase property values and enhance local revenues.
Active Living
The design of the suburbs of Hanover County, like many in the United States, has been heavily
influenced by the automobile. For the most part, people are dependent on their vehicle to get
from place to place for shopping, work, and recreation. Community amenities such as
neighborhood parks, sidewalks, and bike lanes which connect neighborhoods provide links to
community facilities, such as libraries and schools, and link residential neighborhoods to local
business centers are critical to helping reduce the health impacts of inactive lifestyles. Physical
activity improves quality of life, emotional well-being, and mental health. If walking and biking
can be considered as a means of alternative transportation instead of only as a type of physical
activity, then these types of amenities have the potential to positively affect the lives of many
more residents.
Individuals are more likely to engage in physical activity if there are safe and comfortable walking
and biking facilities located between homes and places they want to go, including schools, parks,
and recreation facilities. Road networks should be planned and designed to ensure options for
safety, mobility, accessibility, and convenience for all users including pedestrians, bicyclists,
drivers, commercial and emergency vehicles, accommodating people of all ages and abilities.
Applying these concepts within neighborhoods also helps residents to age in place by providing
additional transportation options for older residents. Given the diversity of the natural and built
environment in Hanover County, flexibility in accommodating different modes of travel is
essential to balancing the needs of motorists, pedestrians, and cyclists. Application of these
strategies should be implemented in a balanced approach that considers the character of the
project area, the values of the community, and the needs of all users. These design concepts will
not look the same in all environments, communities, or development and will primarily be
applicable within the Suburban Service Area (SSA).
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Community Design Considerations
Design elements that may be used to support active and healthy lifestyles include the purposeful
placement of open spaces which provide opportunities for passive and active recreation. Open
spaces should be located in areas accessible to the broader community, and their placement and
design in areas that provide for isolation or limited access should be discouraged.
The Transportation section of the Comprehensive Plan depicts typical road sections for major
thoroughfares within the County. However, in designing local roads, developers should consider
including features described and illustrated in this section to create neighborhoods that provide
safe travel opportunities for motorists, bicyclists, and pedestrians. Other elements may also be
included to enhance the community such as the generous use of landscaping, trees, buffers, and
where located near activity centers, street furniture such as benches and pocket parks.
Elements of a street that accommodates all users include but are not limited to:
Facilities promoting
Safe road crossings Street design options Additional features
safe travel for all
improved by:
promoting safety and for improving biking
users:
comfort:
and walking comfort:
Sidewalks
Accessible curb
Buffers/separation
Pedestrian-scale
ramps
between vehicles and lighting
path
Shared use paths
Crosswalks
Narrow vehicle lanes Benches and street
furniture
Bike lanes
Refuge islands
Road diets
Bike parking facilities
Paved shoulders
Pedestrian signals
Street connectivity
Street trees
Signage
Traffic-calming circles Landscaping
Elements that may be incorporated into street design to encourage the development of safe
streets for all users will largely be based on the contextual design of the neighborhood or project.
However, some key elements may include the following:
 Clearly marked curb ramps and
crosswalks help ensure the safety of
pedestrians and bicyclists when
crossing roads
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 Neighborhood roads that are
expected to carry relatively high
traffic volumes may incorporate
traffic calming features at critical
intersections such as traffic
circles

 Pedestrian traffic signalization is an
effective means of enhancing pedestrian safety
at appropriate signalized intersections
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 Strategic and convenient placement of bike racks adjacent to stores, restaurants, and
other identified activity centers is a cost-effective strategy to encourage and promote
bicycling within communities

 Open spaces that include pocket parks, landscaping, and street furniture such as benches
along sidewalks help to provide a more comfortable and attractive pedestrian
environment
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 Shared use paths are
the most effective means
of ensuring pedestrian and
bicycle safety and comfort
by segregating motorized
and non-motorized forms
of transportation within a
single corridor

(Photographs included in this section were provided by the following sources: www.pedbikeimages.org (Dan
Burden), www.grindtv.com, www.aviewfromthecyclepath.com, and Bike Walk RVA.)

As part of a regional trail effort, the Richmond Regional Transportation Planning Organization is
currently assisting with a feasibility study on the construction of a shared use path along the
former Ashland Trolley Line street car corridor in collaboration with the Town of Ashland and
Hanover County. The Town is currently considering funding a portion of the trolley line
improvement as part of their Capital Improvement Program. Residents of Hanover County
currently drive to Downtown Richmond to walk, run, or bike the Virginia Capital Trail. In addition,
the current alignment of the East Coast Greenway, a national trail effort to connect a 3,000 mile
trail system from Maine to Florida, is located just west of the former trolley line along U.S. Bicycle
Route 1. If constructed, the trail could align with the trolley line.
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Implementation Options and Strategies
Subject to VDOT and funding availability, current nationally-approved design standards and best
practices should be considered in conjunction with the design and construction of road
improvement projects. It is recommended that the planning, design, and implementation
processes for appropriate roads and multimodal corridors include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Involving the local community and stakeholders,
Consideration of the function of the road,
Integration of innovative and non-traditional design options as appropriate,
Assessment of the current and future needs of corridor users,
Documentation of efforts to accommodate all modes and all users, and
Reviewing the existing system plans to identify opportunities for safer streets.

It is further recommended that roads be designed and constructed to accommodate all users
unless one or more of the following conditions are documented:
•
•
•
•

The cost of establishing multi-modal elements is in excess of 10 percent of the total
project cost.
There are safety risks that cannot be overcome.
The corridor has severe topographic, environmental, historic, or natural resource
constraints.
The project involves a roadway that bicyclists and pedestrians are prohibited by law from
using.

When planning for new development, developers should consider street designs that provide
connections or critical linkages between activity centers (schools, libraries, parks, recreation
facilities, etc.), neighborhoods, businesses, and areas frequently used by pedestrians and
bicyclists today or with the potential for frequent use in the future. The County should take
advantage of the potential economic benefits of providing pedestrian and bicycle connections
between residences and local businesses. Enhanced pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure
promotes higher economic investment, and in turn, enhances property values when compared
to areas that lack such infrastructure.
Hanover should monitor regional efforts to improve transportation alternatives that are directly
applicable to the needs of the County.
Community Benefits
Communities that accommodate active residents tend to be safer and offer a great sense of
community pride. Neighborhoods with a high level of recreational and social activity also tend
to minimize isolation, particularly for elderly and disabled residents.
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Designing neighborhoods with centrally located and accessible open spaces also has several
benefits. These open areas provide opportunities for both passive and active recreation, as well
as preserving natural resources and wildlife habitats. These preservation strategies not only
benefit the environment, but they also offer attractive community amenities, while incorporating
elements of the County’s rural characteristics into the suburban area.
Designing communities that allow for easy access to local food sources helps to boost Hanover’s
agricultural economy. Hanover contains many farms that make fresh and healthy produce
available seasonally. Hanover’s Cannery located adjacent to Taylor Park on Route 54 provides
residents the opportunity to can fruits and vegetables to be stored for use when fresh produce
is not available. Community gardens and farmers’ markets should be supported throughout the
County to not only promote the agricultural economy, but to improve access to healthy foods.
GOAL
Hanover County will be a community that supports the physical, social, and mental well-being
of all its citizens to help create vibrant and safe places to live.
OBJECTIVES
•
•

Encourage the creation of a built environment which promotes active living and
incorporates physical activity into the daily lives of its residents
Foster interaction among residents to promote social cohesion Promote easy access to
healthy food throughout the County

STRATEGIES
•
•
•

•

•

Consider street designs that promotes road infrastructure that is safe and
accommodating for all users
Develop a Bicycle and Pedestrian Plan to ensure a network of connected communities is
created when deemed appropriate
Evaluate and where necessary amend zoning and subdivision ordinances to provide a
list of options for improving pedestrian and bicycling facilities that suit various
development scenarios and to ensure new development provides for well-connected
residential and business centers
Evaluate the extension of a shared use path along the former Ashland Trolley Line street
car corridor that extends from the Town of Ashland to the southern County line and
support, if appropriate
Support access to healthy food by encouraging the development of farmers’ markets
and community gardens throughout the County
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•

Encourage collaboration between County departments, including Health, Parks and
Recreation, Public Works, Economic Development, and Planning, to align policies, design
standards, and funding resources to promote healthy, active, and vibrant communities
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