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At the end of the 19th century, it was not uncommon for dead animals to lie on 
the streets for weeks. (New York City) 





National Park Service 
Office of Public Health 

The NPS Office of Public Health delivers the 
highest quality professional public health 
services to enhance the health and wellbeing 
of visitors who come to enjoy our parks. 



The National Park Service 
is a member of  

 the U.S. Surgeon General’s 
National Prevention Council 

 

Some facts: 
80% of Americans live in urban areas 
 
1 of 2 adults has a chronic disease 
 
50% of Adults and 1/3 of HS Students do 
not meet physical fitness guidelines 

The Surgeon General’s Call To Action 
on Walking and Walkable 

Communities  



Parks & Public Health 

 Contact with nature improves all people’s 
physical, mental and spiritual health. 

 Parks foster social connections which are vital 
to community cohesion and contribute to 
social wellbeing. 

 For children, parks foster active play, which is 
associated with physical, cognitive and social 
benefits. 

 For adolescents, parks improve mental and 
social health during what is often a 
challenging time of life. 

 Park use is linked to physical and mental 
health benefits among adults, especially older 
adults. 

 Being in nature can improve 
your mood. 

 Having access to parks can 
increase physical activity and 
combat obesity. 

 Parks and their health benefits 
can be enjoyed by anyone 
regardless of who you are 
and where you come from. 

Source: Healthy Parks Healthy People: State of the Evidence 2015 



Healthy Parks Healthy People 

Healthy Parks Healthy People is a 
global movement that harnesses 
the power of parks and public 
lands in contributing to the 
health of people and the 
planet.  
 
Healthy Parks Healthy People 
promotes the fact that all parks –
urban and wildland are 
cornerstones of people’s 
physical, mental, and spiritual 
health, and social well-being. 

 

“Go-to  resources”  
for healthy living 

www.nps.gov/hphp 

http://www.nps.gov/public_health/hp/hphp.htm


Park Health Resources 
Park health resources are 
park programs, facilities, and 
environments (natural and 
cultural) that convey 
demonstrable and often 
distinctive physical, mental, 
and social health benefits.   
 

Healthy Parks  



Yoga, Tai Chi, ZUMBA 

Concerts, Festivals, Summer Treks 
Healthy People 



Healthy People 



Healthy Foods 



Park Prescriptions 

Healthy Partnerships 



Health Ambassadors 



DC Park 
Prescription: 
 
Fighting Chronic  
Disease with  
Nature 
 
Robert Zarr, MD, MPH, FAAP 



   
• 100 million Americans currently suffer from a chronic 

disease (coronary heart disease, stroke, high blood 
pressure, Type 2 diabetes, and mental health conditions) 
 

• Overweight and obesity contribute to chronic disease 
 

• Chronic disease results in decreased quality of life 
   and, ultimately, in premature death.  

 
• Spending time in natural environments increases physical 

activity, hence decreases the risk obesity. 
 

Chronic Disease Burden 



DC Park Rx is a Community 
Health Initiative whose 
mission is to prescribe parks to 
prevent and treat chronic 
disease and promote wellness 
 
 



 
 



 

• Developed standardized park rating tool 
 

• Recruited volunteers/students to rate 
parks 
 

• Mapped and rated >342 parks 
 

• Developed Park Pages searchable 
database linked to EMR 
 

• DC Park Rx launched at Unity Health 
Care on 7-1-13 (>750 Rx prescribed) 
 

• Researched changes in behavior and 
attitude 
 
 
 

What have we accomplished? 







 
 
1. increase in the number of children who visit a public park in 

DC 
 

2. increase in the number of parents who believe that physical 
activity affects the health of their child 
 

3. increase in the number of parents who said their provider 
discussed the importance of physical activity  
 

4. increase in the number of parents who said their provider 
recommends their child spend time at parks 
 

5. 22 more minutes per week on physical activity 
 

6. 6 more days per year at a park for at least 30 
minutes 
 
 
 

 Results of Park Rx Research: 



DC Park Rx is a low-cost intervention that 
utilizes a known, generally trusted, and 
accessible resource – parks – to influence 
positive health outcomes by way of the 
provider-patient relationship in the health 
care setting  
 

Why are these results relevant? 



Programmatic expansion 
 

Enhancement of search functionality of 
database 
 

Creation of iphone and android apps 
 

Research of biometrics 

Next steps… 



 DC Park Rx Website  

Glimpse into the future: 

http://www.gwaparkrx.org/




Doctor’s Orders: Get Outside! 
 A National Park partnership to promote community wellness and 

children’s health in Greater New Orleans 

  

  

 Jean Lafitte National Historical Park and Preserve 

 New Orleans Jazz National Historical Park 

E X P E R I E N C E    Y O U R    A M E R I C A 



The National Park System is comprised of 401 areas covering more than 84 million acres in every state 
(except Delaware), the District of Columbia, American Samoa, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. 
 

These areas include national parks, monuments, historic and scenic trails, battlefields, military parks, 
historical parks, historic sites, lakeshores, seashores, recreation areas, scenic rivers and trails, wilderness 
areas, Land & Water Conservation Fund Program lands, and other such designations.  

Louisiana Health Issues 

E X P E R I E N C E    Y O U R    A M E R I C A 

The prevalence for Type II diabetes in the 
state is over 30% (6th highest in the nation) 

Orleans and Jefferson Parish have obesity 
rates of almost 30%. 

Louisiana children have high risk behavior 
indices such as television viewing hours, 
consumption of sugary beverages, and 
family eating habits.   



NEEF Nature Champions and  
National Park Foundation (NPF) Support 

2012– Active Trails NPF Grant for Health Practitioner 
Engagement at the Barataria Preserve with Tulane 
Prevention Research Center 

2013– National Environmental Education Foundation 
“Nature Champion” Training for Children and Nature 
program with pediatric staff from LSU, Tulane, Ocshner, 
and West Jeff Medical Center 

2013– Ticket to Ride NPF Grant for Transportation from 
LaSalle Clinic to national park programs.  Developed in 
partnership with Drs. Matt Calzetta, Jim Stier and Mary 
Younger of Tulane Pediatrics Program 

 

2012, 2013 and 2014– Better Health BaYOU! 

E X P E R I E N C E    Y O U R    A M E R I C A 



Active Trails/Better Health BaYOU! 
 

Annual Fall Event 

Health and Nutritional Consultation 

Dancing and Music 

Jazz Yoga under the trees  

Ranger-led Nature Walks  

E X P E R I E N C E    Y O U R    A M E R I C A 



Park Prescriptions—Ticket to Ride 
 

E X P E R I E N C E    Y O U R    A M E R I C A 

Getting  to “HAPPI” 
• Healthy foods and compostable paper products 
• Attending doctor on each trip 
• Park Prescription (w/ upcoming activities) 
• Parents, guardians and friends 
• Interesting things to do  

By providing safe, reliable transportation 
 



Jean Lafitte and New Orleans Jazz  
Featured in 2014 Case Study  

  

• New Orleans Metropolitan Area 
offers many opportunities for 
innovation 

 
• Parks offer resources to engage 

in and help combat urban social 
challenges 
 

• Multiple ways medical 
professionals, educational 
institutions and fitness 
organizations can partner with 
National Parks.  

HPHP eguide 

http://www.nps.gov/public_health/hp/hphp/press/HealthyParksHealthyPeople_eGuide.pdf


These are new audiences, 90-95% who had never been to a national park. It is 
hard to reach these visitors and KEEP them engaged. 

Value of providing transport.  

If they weren’t getting bused in, they probably wouldn’t come. It is well worth 
the money. 

Value of the Doctor’s Orders from a physician they trust. The whole idea of the 
prescription lends legitimacy. But only 12 doctors have been trained so far! 
Doctors are also a new group that park rangers don’t usually interface with. 

Value of combining education and recreational activities. We are moving them 
quickly along the spectrum from appreciation to understanding. Learn by doing. 

Importance of community building and peer support in tackling something new. 
People are freaked out the first time they see large wildlife like an alligator or a 
living history re-enactor shooting a musket if they are not used to national parks 
– this is not something they would ever run across in their daily lives. 

It may be less about reaching multiple patients, more about family support for 
the willing and interested patients. How do we hold their hand and make it as 
easy as possible? Could supporters donate rewards for multiple visits? 

  

  

  

E X P E R I E N C E    Y O U R    A M E R I C A 

Lessons Learned 
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Urban Matters: Building An Urban Network  
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