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Key Findings 
♦ Highbridge/Morrisania residents are more likely to incorporate routine exercise into their commute than they are into other types 

of trips during the week. 

♦ Highbridge/Morrisania residents are aware of fitness guidelines about moderate activity and strength training. 

♦ Parks and playgrounds are highly accessible and valued sites for both routine and planned exercise. 

♦ Indoor fitness facilities are strongly desired, though it is unclear whether this will translate into actual usage. 

♦ Though Highbridge/Morrisania’s mixed use development and good public transit should lead to a highly walkable environment, 
poor sidewalk conditions and relatively frequent hills work against easy pedestrian passage. 

♦ Safe bicycling opportunities are rare in the Bronx, with infrequent bike lanes poorly marked or obstructed, though residents ex-
press interest biking more regularly. 

♦ A mix of things make Highbridge/Morrisania more or less pleasant for walking to a destination. Tree shade, benches, public art 
and fellow residents are creating a pleasant environment; garbage, smells and noise are creating an unpleasant environment. 

♦ Highbridge/Morrisania residents fear both crime and dangerous traffic in their neighborhoods, which leads to a decline in out-
door engagement. 

♦ Future planning could include any or all possible fitness campaign avenues including community education, community advo-
cacy or resource development. 

List of Figures, Tables & Appendices 
Figure 1: Highbridge/Morrisania and Bordering Zip Codes        5 

Figure 2: South Bronx Community Fitness Assessment: Field Observation Study Areas     5 

Figure 3: Residential vs. Non-Residential Land-Use in Highbridge/Morrisania Neighborhoods    6 

Figure 4: Non-Residential Land-Use in Highbridge/Morrisania Neighborhoods       7 

Figure 5: Method of Transportation to Work or School (Alone or in Combination)     9 

Figure 6: Method of Transportation to Places Other than Work or School (Alone or in Combination)   9 

Figure 7: Features of Current Neighborhood that Make it Pleasant for Walking to a Destination    10 

Figure 8: Features of Current Neighborhood that Make it Unpleasant for Walking to a Destination    10 

Figure 9: Use of and Desire for Recreation Facilities         11 

Table 1: Organizations Submitting Survey Responses         8 

Table 2: Respondent Zip Codes           8 

Appendix A: Active Neighborhood Checklist with WHEDCo Edits       17 

Appendix B: South Bronx Community Fitness Survey        19 

Prepared By 
Dr. Meredith Reitman, Director of Research and Evaluation, Women’s Housing and Economic Development Corporation 

With assistance from Jordan Guerra, University of Albany; Amy Acevedo, Montclair State University; Desiree Keys and Melissa 
Delaunay, W!SE Program, Academy for Scholarship and Entrepreneurship 

 

December 2008 



3 

 

INTRODUCTION SOUTH BRONX COMMUNITY FITNESS ASSESSMENT REPORT WINTER 08 

Introduction 
Obesity in the South Bronx is a significant public health con-
cern that puts residents at risk for many health problems in-
cluding heart disease and diabetes. While obesity can be con-
trolled or prevented through diet and exercise, residents of the 
South Bronx engage in considerably less physical activity than 
other New York City residents. Attending to physical activity 
needs and opportunities is therefore a key component of im-
proving the overall health of the South Bronx. 

The neighborhood of Highbridge/Morrisania, covering the 
southwest portion of the South Bronx, is particularly plagued 
by stark statistics on obesity, heart disease, diabetes and physi-
cal exercise. According to the 2006 Community Health Profile 
by the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hy-
giene (NYC DOHMH), over a quarter of residents in 
Highbridge/Morrisania were obese, compared with only 20% 
of residents in New York City overall. Highbridge/Morrisania 
also outpaces the rest of New York City on diabetes (16% vs. 
9%) and rate of hospitalization due to heart disease (2,611/ 
100,000 vs. 1,856/100,000). Unfortunately, Highbridge/
Morrisania lags behind the rest of the city on physical activity. 
Over half of residents receive no exercise at all, compared to 
43% citywide, and only one third report exercising the recom-
mended minimum of three days per week. 

Since diet and exercise are fundamentally tied to obesity rates, 
raising the level of physical activity is a primary goal of any 
health campaign in the South Bronx. In June of 2008, the 
Women’s Housing and Economic Development Corporation 
(WHEDCo) received a grant from the New York City Food & 
Fitness Partnership, an organization focused in part on promot-
ing environments in New York City that encourage physical 
activity. Under this grant, WHEDCo conducted a two-part as-
sessment investigating community residents' awareness of and 
access to fitness opportunities. The findings from WHEDCo’s 
South Bronx Community Fitness Assessment help shed light 
on how to better help South Bronx residents meet their health 
and fitness needs through education, advocacy and resource 
development. 

Previous Research 
Over the past decade, in response to research showing an obe-
sity epidemic in the U.S., organizations and individuals have 
been directing an increasing level of resources toward address-
ing obstacles to physical activity. Declining physical activity 
has been shown to correspond with increasing levels of obesity 
among adults (Kerr, 2008). Our focus for this assessment in-
volves two kinds of activities, both of which increase personal 
fitness: 1) recreational activities such as going to the gym and 
running in the park and 2) routine activities like walking to 
work or the grocery store. Many studies have found that a key 
obstacle to better health is community design: the types of 
communities we live in significantly impact our ability to reach 
fitness goals (Brownson et al., 2000; Task Force on Commu-

nity Preventive Services, 2002; Powell et al, 2003; Frank et al., 
2005; Ewing and Kreutzer, 2006). Community design is com-
prised of a wide range of factors including the layout of 
neighborhoods, the prevalence of criminal activity, the avail-
ability of recreational green spaces and the structure of trans-
portation systems. By creating an “activity-friendly” environ-
ment, people are more willing and able to meet fitness goals 
through either recreational (planned) or routine exercise. 

Extensive research has shown that “activity-friendly” environ-
ments incorporate four major design characteristics: they are 
accessible (Troped et al, 2001; Giles-Corti et al., 2002; Huston 
et al, 2003), walkable (Saelens et al., 2003; Sharpe et al., 
2004), pleasant (Wilcox et al., 2000) and safe (Jacobsen, 2003; 
Loukaitou-Sideris, 2004; Committee on Physical Activity, 
2005). In accessible environments, residents can easily find 
natural or built spaces in which to engage in walking, biking or 
other exercise. Walkable neighborhoods feature mixed com-
mercial and residential space, high levels of connectivity and 
functional sidewalks. Residents in pleasant environments bene-
fit from attractive surroundings and friendly neighbors. Finally, 
safe places to exercise are perceived as safe from both traffic 
and illegal activity. 

For organizations with a mandate to address the health of their 
communities, the question then becomes, “how ‘activity-
friendly’ is our community?” National studies show neighbor-
hoods with higher concentrations of people of color or house-
holds earning lower incomes are less likely to be “activity-
friendly” (Powell et al., 2004; Gordon-Larsen et al., 2006; 
Power et al., 2006). Though these neighborhoods may have 
some beneficial characteristics, such as mixed land-use and 
high connectivity, these positive characteristics are often coin-
cident with aesthetic, maintenance and safety challenges (Day, 
2006; Zhu and Lee, 2008). It therefore becomes crucial to be 
able to assess these neighborhoods along as many axes as 
might seem relevant and appropriate to the study. 

Tools and Methods 
In order to investigate fitness opportunities for Highbridge/
Morrisania, the South Bronx Community Fitness Assessment 
primarily focused on the neighborhood’s three zip codes: 
10451, 10452 and 10456 (Figure 1). Part 1 of the Assessment 
consisted of intensive field observation of the built environ-
ment using an in-depth segment-by-segment inventory. Find-
ings from this observation were cross-referenced with mapping 
through New York City’s citywide GIS called the Open Acces-
sible Space Information System (OASIS). Part 2 followed up 
the observation with a survey of neighborhood resi-
dents, asking about their current physical activity and any ob-
stacles to fitness.  

To tackle the field observation, it was necessary to find the 
right tool. A new body of research seeks to develop replicable 
assessment tools for measuring how well built environments 
encourage or discourage physical activity. Rather than looking 
at larger scale patterns in land-use and demographic data, these 
tools explore the built environment at the micro-scale, gener-



4 

 

FINDINGS SOUTH BRONX COMMUNITY FITNESS ASSESSMENT REPORT WINTER 08 

ally assessing neighborhoods by individual street segment 
(both sides of the street between two intersections). Though 
these “audits” vary both by content and method, they all as-
sume it is these “micro-features” in the built environment that 
shape how attractive and/or accessible an area is for physical 
activity (Clifton et al., 2007, Alfonzo et al, 2008). An excellent 
comparison of the seven most well-known pedestrian audits 
used in the United States and elsewhere, by items measured, 
can be found in Clifton et al (2007). 

Thoroughly reviewing these tools showed the Irvine Minnesota 
Inventory (IMI), the Pedestrian Environmental Data Scan 
(PEDS), and the St. Louis University Active Neighborhood 
Checklist to be the most useful for the current study. One major 
drawback to all of these tools is that they were used in rural, 
suburban and university campus neighborhoods that differ con-
siderably from our study areas in the Bronx. This meant that no 
matter which tool we chose, it would need to be modified to fit 
our research. 

Given these constraints, studies have shown all three tools to be 
consistent and reliable, in that given proper training, every vol-
unteer will assess the built environment in nearly the same way 
without too much error from bias or interpretation (Brownson 
et al., 2004; Hoehner et al., 2005; Boarnet et al., 2006; Day et 
al., 2006). In evaluating these tools, we not only explored the 
tools themselves and their supporting documents first hand, but 
also spoke to the primary investigators behind the development 
of each tool to understand their applicability to our study. The 
Irvine Minnesota Inventory is by far the most comprehensive 
tool of the three, taking into account over 200 measures in ex-
haustive detail. The complexity of this tool, however, works 
against its ease of use by trained volunteers. The PEDS audit 
(Pedestrian Environmental Data Scan) is an adaptation of the 
popular SPACES tool used in Australia. Much more user-
friendly, it unfortunately misses important characteristics in-
cluded in other assessment tools, such as land-use and pedes-
trian environment measures. The Active Neighborhood Check-
list is a happy medium, with an efficient design and excellent 
spread of measures. We therefore adapted this Checklist to fit 
with our urban geography, modifying categories of land-use to 
include the varied options in our area, adding questions about 
the pedestrian and social environment and removing questions 
about road shoulders (Appendix A). Though these modifica-
tions make the survey untested for consistency (as the original 
had been), we felt it stayed close enough to the design of the 
original to provide confidence in its reliability across volun-
teers. 

We chose to observe two census tracts in each zip code under 
study, choosing pairs that formed one contiguous neighbor-
hood: West Concourse in 10452 (Tracts 197 and 221), Morri-
sania in 10456 (Tracts 149 and 151) and Melrose Commons in 
10451 (Tracts 67 and 141) (Figure 2). To conduct the field ob-
servation, we sampled 16 segments within each of these three 
neighborhoods, for a total of 48 segments. One research assis-
tant and two community volunteers conducted the inventory 
over a period of four weeks during the summer of 2008, each 
segment taking an average of 18 minutes to complete. 

The second half of the South Bronx Community Fitness As-
sessment asked community residents about their awareness of 
and access to fitness opportunities through a closed-ended sur-
vey. The content of the Community Fitness Survey combines 
questions from other physical activity surveys with questions 
informed by our field observation (Appendix B). Questions 
about current physical activity are modeled after the IPAQ 
(International Physical Activity Questionnaire), an internation-
ally-tested and widely respected survey, as well as other assess-
ments at Montclair State University (Birnbaum, 2008) and Nu-
tritionQuest (NutritionQuest, 2008). Questions about neighbor-
hood walkability are derived directly from findings about the 
pedestrian and social environment from our segment-by-
segment inventory of the three study areas. Finally, questions 
about activity awareness are drawn from the Department of 
Health and Human Services Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention fitness guidelines (Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2008). We distributed this survey to nonprofit and 
government contacts in the three zip codes under study, reach-
ing a population in those and bordering zip codes from which 
to draw responses. 

Data and Findings 
In order to make sure results are vigorous, the Community Fit-
ness Assessment employs multiple methods and sources of 
data. Cross-referencing findings allows for a greater confidence 
in the validity of the research. Part 1 of the project employs 
both field observation and mapping to explore the on-the-
ground geographical availability of fitness opportunities in the 
study areas. Part 2 of the project employs a self-administered 
survey to explore perceptions of and access to fitness resources 
among residents of the South Bronx. 

Part 1: Field Observation & 
Mapping 

Land Use 
We measure land use to determine what types of residential 
and non-residential facilities are accessible within a given 
neighborhood. Most segments under study (71%) contained 
both residential and non-residential facilities, revealing a high 
rate of mixed land use in Highbridge/Morrisania (Figure 3). 
Sixty percent of the segments were dominated by residential 
buildings, 29% by commercial, government or religious build-
ings, 13% by vacant lots or abandoned buildings, 10% by 
schools and school yards and another 13% by other types of 
facilities including a public square, community organization, 
police station and factory. 

Residential space was dominated by apartments over four sto-
ries, sometimes over retail, and nearly all segments included 
on-street parking. Non-residential land use was quite varied, 
though most often included either a small grocery or deli, con-
venience store or pharmacy or another type of service including 
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Figure 2: South Bronx Community Fitness Assessment: Field Observation Study Areas  

Figure 1: Highbridge/Morrisania and Bordering Zip Codes 

Highbridge/Morrisania, as defined by the NYC DOHMH, is 
located in the South Bronx and is comprised of three zip 
codes: 10451, 10452 and 10456. As of 2000, the total popula-
tion was 189,800. According the NYC DOHMH 2006 Commu-
nity Profile, residents of Highbridge/Morrisania are slightly 
younger and have completed fewer years of education than 
those in other areas of the Bronx and New York City. 
Highbridge/Morrisania also has a higher percentage of people 
identifying as black and Hispanic (96%) than the rest of the 
Bronx (79%) and New York City overall (51%). The poverty 
rate is higher in Highbridge/Morrisania (41%) than in the Bronx 
(31%) and New York overall (21%). 

The South Bronx Community Fitness Survey was administered 
to partnering organizations located in Highbridge/Morrisania’s 
three zip codes. Survey responses, however, spanned the 
entirety of the Bronx and parts of Manhattan. We therefore 
chose to draw our sample from both Highbridge/Morrisania and 
its six bordering zip codes, on the basis of the fact that resi-
dents in those bordering zip codes are part of the community 
through their use of community services. 

Map Source: University Neighborhood Housing Program, 2006 

In order to conduct a segment-by-segment inventory of the 
Highbridge/Morrisania built environment, we chose to sample 
three study areas, one within each of three zip codes. Each 
study area consisted of two Census tracts that formed a con-
tiguous neighborhood, and contained between 57 and 75 seg-
ments. We conducted a 25% sample of the 194 total seg-
ments, choosing 16 from each study area for a total of 48 seg-
ments. 

Segments were chosen through a geographical cluster sample, 
where clusters were defined by dividing each neighborhood 
into quadrants and choosing an equal number of segments at 
random within each cluster. The only exception to this proce-
dure occurred when major features of the landscape, such as 
schools or parks, were omitted by the random sample. The 
sample was then adjusted to make sure these features were 
included in the observation. 

Map Source: Google Maps, 2008 

West Concourse 
Tracts: 197, 221 
Zip: 10452 

Melrose Commons 
Tracts: 67, 141 
Zip: 10451 

Morrisania 
Tracts: 149, 151 
Zip: 10456 

Highbridge/Morrisania 

South Bronx Bordering 
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a laudromat, dry cleaner, hair or nail salon, medical service or 
travel business (Figure 4).  

Neighborhood maps reveal West Concourse has somewhat 
larger lots than do the other two neighborhoods, and is primar-
ily comprised of multifamily residential units and mixed-use 
buildings. Two commercial strips run along 167th and 170th 
streets. It has three public schools and one religious school. It 
also contains three health care centers, three churches, two 
community service organizations (including WHEDCo) and 
one vacant lot. 

Morrisania has much smaller lot sizes, mostly used for multi-
family residential units and including six large public housing 
complexes. Commercial use is much less present than in West 
Concourse, but institutions of various kinds are plentiful. The 
neighborhood is home to six public schools, including the well-
reputed Bronx Center for Science and Mathematics, and one 
religious school. It also includes seven churches, three city 
homes and two health care centers, one of which is the Bronx-
Lebanon Hospital Center. Dotted throughout the neighborhood 
are about forty small vacant lots and a cluster of industrial 
buildings. 

In contrast to the other two neighborhoods, Melrose Commons 
is dominated by vacant lots and industrial use. Most of the 
other lots are multifamily residential, including two public 
housing complexes, and there is very little commercial land use 
except along 3rd avenue. Also in contrast to the other two 
neighborhoods, there are far fewer institutions in the neighbor-
hood. Mapping showed only four schools, a few city homes 
and churches and several government-owned buildings in the 
process of being developed. 

A more detailed investigation into the level of accessibility 
described above reveals business varying widely in upkeep, 
with some showing visible signs of being closed indefinitely. 

Vacant lots may also have an exaggerated effect on the percep-
tion of the neighborhood, as they varied from moderately to 
severely unattractive and included pathway obstructions, gar-
bage, abandoned vehicles, excessively unkempt vegetation and, 
in one case, poison baiting. 

Recreational Facilities 
In the study area as a whole, one quarter of segments observed 
had a public recreation facility present. Mapping shows West 
Concourse and Morrisania each having one large park on the 
neighborhood boundary that includes a playground, tennis and/
or basketball courts and soccer and/or baseball fields. Other 
than those anchoring parks, a few smaller green spaces dot the 
neighborhood. Melrose Commons has no large anchoring park, 
but does have eleven small community gardens and a small 
park with a playground. 

Public Transportation 
Just under a third of the segments observed had a transit stop, 
and 38% of those with stops had a bench or shelter on either 
side of the street. The condition of transit stops varied widely 
from good to poor. Mapping analysis shows accessibility to 
public transportation differs among the three neighborhoods. 
West Concourse is by far the most accessible with connections 
to three subway trains and five buses. Neither Morrisania nor 
Melrose Commons include subway stops within their borders, 
though they do have good bus access with four and eight bus 
lines respectively. 
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Figure 3: Residential vs. Non-Residential Land-Use in Highbridge/Morrisania Neighborhoods 
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Street Characteristics 
The most striking characteristic observed was that 90% of seg-
ments were without speed limits. Of those that did have posted 
signage, two were special speed zones at 15mph, and three 
were posted at 30mph. The number of lanes varied widely 
within the study area, with over half only having one lane and 
nearly 20% having three or more lanes. Most streets with two 
or more lanes were marked and included a crosswalk and walk 
signal. Traffic calming devices and turn lanes, however, were 
rare. In addition, observers noted that on over 40% of the seg-
ments with crosswalks, they were either only on one side or in 
significant disrepair. 

Pedestrian Environment 
As expected in a dense urban environment, nearly all buildings 
were right up against the sidewalk, making pedestrian access to 
them relatively easy. However, a quarter of the segments con-
tained buildings, sidewalks or roadways under construction or 
repair. The fact that many buildings had garages or parking lots 
increased cross-path traffic that, along with scaffolding and 
loose wires from construction, sometimes made pedestrian pas-
sage quite difficult. 

Other than building placement and condition, many other posi-
tive and negative features affected the walking environment. 
On the plus side, nearly two thirds of the segments had some or 
a lot of tree shade and 60% had a gentle slope for walking. Ob-
servers noted the tree shade, while plentiful, was often highly 

uneven, on one side or one part of segment only and varying in 
the condition of the trees themselves. Just under a third of seg-
ments contained benches for resting and a quarter included 
public art in the form of murals or sculptures. 

On the negative side, over 80% of segments observed included 
dumpsters or large piles of garbage. The condition of the 
dumpsters varied, with some off the street or sealed but over 
half leaking garbage and smells into the pedestrian environ-
ment and blocking safe views of crossing opportunities. Graf-
fiti was found in 80% of segments, standing water in 58%, a 
significant amount of litter or broken glass in 38% and broken 
or boarded-up windows in 15% of segments. Other pedestrian 
nuisances included runoff from air conditioners, discarded food 
and dog feces. 

Walking and Biking Opportunities 
Highbridge/Morrisania as sampled through field observation 
has a high level of sidewalk connectivity. All segments ob-
served had sidewalks on both sides, with only one or two not 
continuous or missing curb cuts. Sidewalks on nearly all seg-
ments were also wider than five feet for most of their length 
and only 17% of segments contained sidewalks that narrowed 
to less than three feet for any part of their length. A little over 
10% had sidewalk obstructions in form of trees, signs, tables, 
parked cars, garbage and in one case a large appliance. Ninety 
percent of segments included a sidewalk buffer that separated 
the sidewalk from traffic, and over 90% of these buffers in-
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cluded trees. 

These findings paint a picture of a highly connected walking 
environment, yet 69% of segments included major sidewalk 
misalignments or cracks with grass. This is a particular prob-
lem for travelers who depend on a smooth surface, including 
elderly people, children, or those with wheelchairs or strollers. 
It is very important therefore to take into account not only the 
number and width of sidewalks but also how passable they are 
in determining connectivity. 

Bicycle connectivity was observably less than pedestrian con-
nectivity. Only eight segments included a bike lane or route, 
but four of those eight had obstructions mostly in the form of 
parked cars making passage impossible. Mapping analysis sup-
ported this finding, with very few lanes or routes appearing in 
West Concourse and Morrisania and none in Melrose Com-
mons. Field observers also noted the lanes were poorly marked, 
and that while some segments were quiet enough for bicycling 
on the street, many were not, including those with cars con-
stantly crossing biking paths. Overall, biking opportunities in 
Highbridge/Morrisania were strictly limited. 

Social Environment 
Field observation shows Highbridge/Morrisania to be a very 
socially active environment. Nearly all segments included peo-
ple out and about, most including active adults and almost two 
thirds including active children. In two-thirds of segments peo-
ple were chatting, smiling or laughing. Observers noted many 
adults and children playing and socializing, interacting on the 
sidewalk or in front of businesses or houses A few segments 
included street vendors selling produce, clothing or snacks and 
other segments were quiet enough to hear birdsong. 

These positive features coexist with some rather significant 
negative characteristics. Over half of the segments observed 
included loud noises from construction, trains and traffic. Al-
most a third included unpleasant smells, mostly emanating 
from the garbage mentioned previously. Smaller percentages of 
segments included people acting aggressively in shouted public 
arguments (13%) and stray animals (8%). Overall, the primary 
issues counteracting a positive, socially active environment 
were loud noises and bad smells. 

Part 2: Survey 

Respondent Demographics 
After initial pilot testing, surveys were sent to external contacts 
located across the Highbridge/Morrisania community, includ-
ing our five signed partners, as well as three department heads 
within WHEDCo (Table 1). We received 480 surveys in return. 
Sifting out duplicates decreased the total number of respon-
dents to 457, 322 of whom stated residence in Highbridge/
Morrisania or bordering zip codes (Table 2). 

Women were the large majority of the sample at 81% of re-
spondents. Sixty percent of respondents said they were His-
panic or Latino (including those identifying with Puerto Rico 
and the Dominican Republic), 36% said they were Black or 
African-American and 4% reported a West Indian, East Indian, 
African or other racial identity. This distribution mirrors the 
Census distribution for these zip codes, thereby suggesting we 
were able to obtain a representative sample. Survey languages 
were split between Spanish and English, with the majority 
(86%) using the English-language survey. The average age of 
respondents was 36, with a less than 10% stating they were 
either younger than 18 or older than 55. 

Current Activity 
The first section of the survey asked respondents how they usu-
ally get to work or school, or to places other than work or 
school. When asked about the work/school commute, 60% of 
respondents said that they always or most of the time walk, 
either alone or in combination with other types of transporta-
tion. Half of respondents said they take the train and 44% said 
they take the bus always or most of the time as part of the work 
or school commute. A third said that they drive or ride in a car, 
and only 3% said they ride a bike always or most of the time 
(Figure 5). 

These numbers change when looking at how respondents get to 
places other than work or school. Again, walking, taking the 
train and taking the bus come in as the most likely answers. 
However, the percent of those who said they always or most of 
the time walk when heading to destinations other than work 

Zip Code N % 
10451 32 10 
10452 125 39 
10456 57 18 
10453 (bordering) 19 6 
10454 (bordering) 5 2 
10455 (bordering) 9 3 
10457 (bordering) 56 17 
10459 (bordering) 6 2 
10460 (bordering) 13 4 
TOTAL IN AREA (including bordering) 322 100 
(Out of area) (106)  
(No zip given) (29)  

Organization N % 
Bronx Lebanon Community Health Education Center 20 4 
Grand Concourse Academy Charter School 174 38 
Individual submission 2 0 
Phipps Community Development Corporation 45 10 
Sharon Baptist Head Start 99 22 
Tenants Association, 1240 Washington Ave 10 2 
The Institute for Family Health 13 3 
WHEDCo Afterschool at PS/MS 218 33 7 
WHEDCo Home Based Childcare Microenterprise 33 7 
WHEDCO Urban Horizons Discovery Center 28 6 
TOTAL 457 100 

Table 1: Organizations Submitting Survey Responses Table 2: Respondent Zip Codes 
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and school (49%) is significantly less than the percent who said 
they always or most of the time walk as part of their commute 
(60%). Moreover, the percent of those who said they always or 
most of the time drive or ride in a car when traveling to desti-
nations other than work or school rises to 42%, or two out of 
every five respondents (Figure 6). This statistically significant 
jump means it is important to understand why and how resi-
dents’ travel choices change from the regular commute to other 
trips during the week. 

Respondents were also asked how many times a week, and for 
how long, they engaged in vigorous and moderate physical 
activity. Unfortunately, the reliability of these answers is quite 
low. Many people answered only partially, answered incor-
rectly (reporting activity eight days a week) or answered in 
ways that seemed highly unlikely (reporting eight hours of vig-
orous physical activity plus five hours of moderate activity five 
days a week). Despite the fact that these questions were mod-
eled on the widely-used International Physical Activity Ques-
tionnaire, these issues were most probably due to misunder-
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standings about the definition of vigorous and moderate activ-
ity or about the structure of the question. Given previous re-
search from the NYC DOHMH on this population, it is likely 
these specific numbers should be disregarded in favor of find-
ings from more successful assessments of this type. 

Walking Opportunities 
The next section of the survey asked respondents what makes 
their current neighborhoods pleasant or unpleasant for walking 
to a destination. Answer categories were directly drawn from 
the field observation findings. Almost half of respondents said 
gardens or parks make their neighborhood pleasant for walk-
ing. The next most popular reason was the likelihood of seeing 
people on the street. People also reported liking that there are 

many places to go and trees and bushes throughout the 
neighborhood (Figure 7). 

Among those features that make a neighborhood unpleasant for 
walking to a destination, fear of crime received the most re-
sponses with over half of respondents citing this reason. Just 
behind it, at 45% and 42% of respondents respectively, were 
piles of garbage or open dumpsters and bad smells or pollution. 
Sidewalk cracks and misalignments, dangerous traffic and 
noise from construction, trains or traffic each were chosen by a 
little over a third of respondents (Figure 8). Most of these find-
ings directly support those found in field observation. 

Figure 8: Features of Current Neighborhood that Make it Unpleasant for Walking to a Destination 
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Recreational Opportunities 
The next section of the survey asked respondents to discuss 
their access to, use of and desire for recreation facilities includ-
ing gyms, fitness classes, dance classes, parks/playgrounds, 
bike routes/lanes and off-road trails. Answers for the first three 
types of facilities are relatively similar and can therefore be 
examined together. About a third of respondents said they had 
a gym or fitness class in their neighborhood, and about 20% 
said they had a dance class in their neighborhood. However, 
only 25-38% of people with access to these facilities said they 
used them. On the other hand, a large majority of those who do 
not have access to these facilities in their neighborhood said 
they would use them. Over 85% of those who do not have ac-
cess to gyms and fitness classes said they would use them if 
they were available, and 73% of those without dance classes 
said they would use them (Figure 9). This somewhat contradic-
tory finding will be addressed in more detail in the discussion. 

Nearly 90% of respondents said that they have access to a park 
or playground, and nearly 90% of those people said they use it. 
This finding, in combination with the earlier finding on how 
gardens and parks make a neighborhood pleasant, gives very 
strong support for parks’ and playgrounds’ high level of popu-
larity among Highbridge/Morrisania residents. Bike routes/
lanes and off-road trails were both less accessible to residents 
than any of the other facilities, though 80% of those without 
off-road trails said they would use them if they were accessible. 
About 50% of those without bike lanes/routes aid they would 
use them if they were available. 

Fitness Knowledge 
The last section of the survey tested respondents on their 
knowledge of fitness guidelines as set by the federal govern-
ment. Just under two-thirds of respondents who responded to 
the question correctly answered that the government recom-
mends 30 minutes a day of moderate activity on most days of 
the week. Given that the answer categories were relatively 
close together (between 10 and 15 minute intervals), this im-
plies a relatively high level of accuracy on the question. Re-
spondents were also quite accurate in stating strength training 
guidelines. Though only 41% chose the correct requirement of 
twice a week, another 45% chose the next highest answer cate-
gory of four times a week. It does not seem that respondents 
were unaware of fitness guidelines, and in fact may tend to 
overestimate requirements. 

Discussion 
This discussion first focuses on the current state of physical 
activity and awareness of guidelines among Highbridge/
Morrisania residents. From there it uses the four measurements 
of how “activity-friendly” a community is—accessibility, 
walkability, pleasantness and safety—to frame an exploration 
of the remaining findings. To provide a basis for comparison, 
we examine our findings against those from a major study at 
the University of North Carolina examining the relationship 
between the built environment and physical activity (http://
planningandphysicalactivity.unc.edu). This study sampled 
3,632 segments across five study areas in Montgomery County, 
Maryland. These study areas include two urban areas (Bethesda 

Figure 9: Use of and Desire for Recreational Facilities 

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

Gym Fitness class Dance class Park/Playground Bike route Off-road trail

% of those
with access
who do use
facility

% of those
without
access who
would use
facility



12 

 

DISCUSSION SOUTH BRONX COMMUNITY FITNESS ASSESSMENT REPORT WINTER 08 

and Forest Glen), two suburban areas (Four Corners and Lay-
hill) and one rural area (Olney). Though the audit tool used to 
measure these segments is different from the one used in this 
study, any similarities or differences in findings will be based 
solely on those measures that are comparable across tools. 

Current Activity & Awareness 
Survey findings show a majority of residents are regularly in-
corporating walking into their daily commute. This number 
drops significantly, however, to less than half of respondents 
when looking at how they get to places other than work or 
school. Similarly, about a third of respondents regularly take a 
car as part of their commute, but over 40% take a car on other 
trips during the week. Activity patterns therefore depend very 
much on the purpose of the trip. Any effort to change these 
patterns needs to attend to the various reasons people are head-
ing out into their community. Since people are more likely to 
drive and less likely to walk to destinations other than work or 
school, it might be most effective to focus alternative transpor-
tation campaigns on these trips especially. 

As for awareness, survey findings show respondents are indeed 
aware of government guidelines for physical activity, including 
those for both moderate activity and strength training. If there 
is any confusion, it is in overestimating rather than underesti-
mating fitness guidelines for strength training. It does not seem 
that community efforts should therefore focus on education 
about fitness guidelines, but might instead focus on incorporat-
ing these guidelines into daily living. This option is discussed 
further in the final planning section of the report. 

Accessibility 
In accessible environments, residents can easily find natural or 
built spaces in which to engage in walking, biking or other ex-
ercise. Field observation in Highbridge/Morrisania found a 
quarter of segments contained a public recreation facility (e.g. a 
park, playground, sports field or basketball court). Two of the 
three neighborhoods were bordered by large parks with play-
grounds, courts and fields and the last had no large park but 
many community gardens. Comparing these findings to the 
Maryland data, only between six and eight percent of segments 
in any of the five Maryland study areas contained recreational 
uses. Therefore, the presence of public recreational facilities 
can be seen as quite high in Highbridge/Morrisania in compari-
son with these other urban, suburban and rural areas in Mary-
land. 

A high level of park or playground accessibility may create 
opportunities for both routine and planned (recreational) exer-
cise. Survey findings show public recreation facilities play a 
key role in shaping how residents feel about walking in their 
neighborhoods. Parks and gardens were the most popular rea-
son respondents gave for why their neighborhood was pleasant 
for walking. They also use the parks for recreational activity. 
Nearly 90% of respondents said that they have access to a park 
or playground, and nearly 90% of those people said they use it. 

Therefore, there is a crucial role for parks and playgrounds in 
helping people engage in both routine walking and planned 
exercise. 

Other recreational facilities also play a role in improving fit-
ness levels, though that role is less clear than that of parks and 
playgrounds. Only one segment observed in Highbridge/
Morrisania included an indoor fitness facility, though others 
that are less immediately observable may also be present. For 
example, fitness classes like those offered by the Shape Up 
New York program are offered around New York City, includ-
ing in a community center in Melrose. It is clear, however, that 
these facilities are less accessible than parks and playgrounds. 

In addition, it is unclear what level of support they receive 
from residents. Survey findings showed that of those with ac-
cess to a gym, fitness class or dance class, between 25 and 38% 
of people said they used these facilities. Among those without 
access to these facilities, however, over 85% said they would 
use a gym or fitness class and 73% said they would use a dance 
class. There is therefore a disconnect between the desire for 
and the actual use of these types of recreational facilities. It 
may be the case that while gyms and fitness classes sound good 
to residents, they may not in the end be able to find the time to 
incorporate recreational physical activity into their daily lives. 
One potential exception to this finding is off-road trails: since 
there were not enough people with access to such trails, it is 
unknown how their current use compares to their imagined use. 
The desire for these trails is quiet high at four out of fivere-
spondents claiming they would use them if they were available. 

Walkability/ Bikability 
Walkable neighborhoods feature mixed commercial and resi-
dential space, high levels of connectivity and functional side-
walks. Field observation, mapping analysis and survey re-
sponses all reveal that there are many places to go within a 
short distance and mixed-use development is predominant in 
Highbridge/Morrisania. The most highly urban area in the 
Maryland study, Bethesda, showed only 17% of segments with 
commercial use, versus the 67% of segments with retail or ser-
vice sampled in Highbridge/Morrisania. Nearly all buildings 
were right up against the sidewalk, making pedestrian access to 
them relatively easy. By way of comparison, almost three quar-
ters of the segments in Bethesda, Maryland were more than 20 
feet from the sidewalk. It is important to balance these findings 
with the fact that businesses in the South Bronx varied widely 
in upkeep, with some showing visible signs of being closed 
indefinitely. In addition, many buildings were under construc-
tion or repair, with scaffolding and loose wires that sometimes 
impeded pedestrian passage. 

Transit access in Highbridge/Morrisania is quite extensive, 
present in just under a third of segments, but varies in both 
connectivity and condition of its infrastructure. Public transpor-
tation is more accessible in Highbridge/Morrisania than it is in 
the urban areas of Bethesda and Forest Glen, Maryland, where 
only between 9 and 12% of segments had transit access. Survey 
findings show residents use buses and trains at a high rate both 



13 

 

DISCUSSION SOUTH BRONX COMMUNITY FITNESS ASSESSMENT REPORT WINTER 08 

on their commute and as part of other trips during the week. A 
highly connected public transportation system plays a promi-
nent role in helping people navigate their daily life in the South 
Bronx. 

Field observation revealed that Highbridge/Morrisania also can 
boast a high level of sidewalk connectivity. Sidewalks were 
present in nearly all segments, and were wide enough and free 
enough from obstructions so as to seem to permit generous 
passage by residents. However, though sidewalks are plentiful 
and wide, nearly 70% of those observed were plagued with 
major cracks and misalignments, making smooth passage for 
small children, elderly residents, and those with strollers and 
wheelchairs quite difficult. Over a third of survey respondents 
cited sidewalk cracks and misalignments as interfering with the 
walkability of their neighborhoods. In addition, 40% of the 
segments sampled in Highbridge/Morrisania included a steep 
slope. This is much higher than the 2% of segments with steep 
hills in Forest Glen and Bethesda. The South Bronx is also 
therefore relatively hilly. This means it is very important to 
take into account not only the number and width of sidewalks 
but also how passable they are in determining connectivity. 

As observed through the field inventory and mapping, bike 
lanes and routes are rare in the South Bronx, and those that are 
present are often unusable due to parked cars and other ob-
structions. Lanes were also often poorly marked and on streets 
that field observers noted were much too busy for safe bicy-
cling. Only 3% of residents said they regularly use a bike on 
their commute or to other destinations, but about half of re-
spondents said they would use a bike lane for recreational ac-
tivity if it were accessible. It therefore seems that if biking op-
portunities were improved, more residents might choose to ride 
a bike for either transportation or recreation. 

Pleasantness 
Residents in pleasant environments benefit from attractive sur-
roundings and friendly neighbors that together encourage out-
door activity. Highbridge/Morrisania revealed a respectable 
rate of tree shade, with nearly two thirds of sampled segments 
having at least some shade. However, this rate did not approach 
the level found in the urban areas of Forest Glen and Bethesda, 
Maryland, where 85-89% percent of observed segments in-
cluded at least some tree shade. In addition, tree shade in the 
South Bronx was somewhat uneven—on one side only or from 
trees in varying condition. About a third of survey respondents 
said that trees or bushes made their neighborhood pleasant for 
walking, underlining their value to South Bronx residents. 

Adding to the pleasant surroundings in Highbridge/Morrisania, 
just under than a third of segments contained benches for rest-
ing and a quarter included public art in the form of murals or 
sculptures. By contrast, only 13% of segments in Bethesda 
included benches. Just under a quarter of survey respondents 
stated that places to sit and rest make their neighborhood pleas-
ant for walking. 

Highbridge/Morrisania is also very socially active. Field obser-
vation revealed the near-ubiquitous presence of people being 

active on the street, both adults and children. In most of these 
situations, people were visibly engaged in friendly play or so-
cializing, chatting, smiling or laughing with one another. See-
ing people on the street was the second most popular reason 
survey respondents gave for why their current neighborhood is 
pleasant for walking. This type of public interaction can be 
extremely useful not only for encouraging outdoor engage-
ment, but also for community efforts in the form of the public 
fitness campaigns or events discussed in the planning section of 
this report. 

Several important factors contributed to making neighborhoods 
unpleasant to walk in. Dumpsters or large piles of garbage ap-
peared in four out of every five segments, with over half of the 
dumpsters leaking garbage and smells onto the street. Two out 
of five survey respondents cited garbage and bad smells as rea-
sons their neighborhoods are not pleasant for walking. Field 
observation and survey respondents also revealed that residents 
in Highbridge/Morrisania regularly encountered loud noises 
from construction, trains and traffic. Smaller nuisances, includ-
ing graffiti, standing water and litter, were found at a lower but 
still considerable rate in Highbridge/Morrisania. Finally, dog 
feces, the most popular write-in answer on the survey, were an 
obvious irritation to residents. 

Safety 
Safe places to exercise are perceived are safe from both traffic 
and illegal activity. Over a third of respondents said dangerous 
traffic made their neighborhoods unpleasant, a finding which 
may be related to the fact that only 5 out of 48 total segments 
contained a posted speed limit. In both Bethesda and Forest 
Glen, 17% of segments included posted speed limits. Though 
crosswalks were present, two of every five were only on one 
side or in significant disrepair. Traffic calming devices were 
nearly nonexistent. Unfortunately, without further exploration 
it is difficult to know what residents thought made traffic in the 
South Bronx particularly dangerous— whether they thought 
drivers were speeding, ignoring traffic signs, crossing pedes-
trian paths or some other option. 

Residents reported fear of crime made their neighborhoods 
unpleasant for walking. Some respondents also wrote in their 
frustration with drug-related activity. Field observation could 
not support any predominance of illegal or aggressive activity 
in the sampled neighborhoods, other than a few shouted fights 
on the street. However, the large number of vacant lots, par-
ticularly in the Melrose Commons neighborhood, might con-
tribute to a sense of disorder and danger in a neighborhood. 
Some scholars argue that if an area seems neglected, this raises 
fears about criminal activity (Lewis, 1980; Perkins and Taylor, 
1996) 
All of the above findings reveal a complex community with 
significant opportunities and obstacles. Planning any future 
campaigns will need to attend to these characteristics to ade-
quately meet the health and fitness needs of South Bronx resi-
dents. 
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Planning for the Future 
Findings from WHEDCo’s South Bronx Community Fitness 
Assessment help to inform a path for future efforts focused on 
improving the health of South Bronx residents. Discussions 
with health and social service practitioners about these findings 
reveal three potential directions. Community education, com-
munity advocacy and resource development each provide the 
means for improving fitness awareness and opportunities, 
thereby helping residents meet their fitness needs. 

Community Education 
This report argues residents are aware of fitness guidelines and 
therefore do not need further education on what those guide-
lines are. Community education can be effective, however, if it 
is directed towards how residents can meet these guidelines by 
incorporating physical activity into their daily activities. Edu-
cation campaigns of this type, past and present, provide tips 
and tricks for raising the level of fitness in residents’ daily rou-
tines, including getting off the subway or bus one stop early or 
taking the stairs instead of the elevator. 

Findings from this assessment support the notion that this type 
of campaign could be effective. People already incorporate 
walking into their daily commute—if they were able to fit in 
somewhat longer of a walk to or from the bus/train stop, this 
might help them meet the recommended guideline of 30 min-
utes a day of moderate activity most days of the week. The 
same holds true for climbing stairs: if it takes ten minutes to 
climb the stairs to the tenth floor of a building, three trips up or 
down each day will cover the requirement. 

One major benefit of this type of campaign is that is it rela-
tively easy to undertake. A recent stair campaign by the NYC 
DOHMH showed that just placing signs in key areas of a build-
ing can significantly increase stair use. A community-based 
organization has a natural inroad for this type of education, as 
literature and counseling on health and fitness can occur one-
on-one as part of the client meeting. One of our project part-
ners, the Morrisania Diagnostic and Treatment Center, already 
runs an annual health fair in August on the streets of West Con-
course. The high level of sociability in Highbridge/Morrisania 
means these types of gatherings are well-attended and therefore 
another easy avenue for fitness education. 

Community Advocacy 
A second potential direction for addressing fitness opportuni-
ties is community advocacy. The first step in this direction 
would be identifying the issue most important to residents of 
any given neighborhood, and then finding the appropriate gov-
ernmental agency responsible for that issue. Given the findings 
in this assessment, an advocacy campaign could address the 
condition of sidewalks, the availability and maintenance of 
bike lanes, the appropriate disposal of garbage, the level of 
crime and the effective regulation of traffic for pedestrian 
safety. 

This avenue requires a great deal of community organization, 
from beginning to end. However, there are partnerships and 
networks already in place in Highbridge/Morrisania that could 
be utilized for such an effort. For example, we could report our 
findings to a Community Board meeting and from there, resi-
dents could organize around a preferred issue. Community 
practitioners also suggested community education and advo-
cacy could be combined by providing leadership training that 
would empower residents to speak up about the conditions of 
their neighborhoods. 

Resource Development 
A third campaign avenue directly addresses the lack of particu-
lar physical fitness resources by building or revitalizing them in 
the community. This can include both formal and informal re-
sources, such as fitness centers, parks, dance classes and walk-
ing clubs.  The development of fitness centers is a complicated 
process, evidenced by the closing of WHEDCo’s fitness center 
in 2006. Any plan to bring one into the community would need 
to carefully attend to needs for long-term sustainability. 

This report argues parks and playgrounds are highly valuable 
resources in the South Bronx. Any effort to revitalize parks or 
build new ones would only improve both residents’ access to a 
fitness resource and their perception of their neighborhoods as 
pleasant for routine walking. Practitioners report less formal 
resources such as dance classes and walking clubs are already 
gaining in popularity in the South Bronx. Shape Up New York 
and ZOOMBA dance classes consistently report high levels of 
attendance, and individual organizations are starting walking 
clubs for their clients. 

Arguably the most visible option, resource development also 
requires a great deal of coordinated effort and up-front capital. 
For these reasons, the development of formal fitness resources 
may not be the most viable option for many organizations other 
than large corporations or governmental agencies. Informal 
fitness resources, however, might have much wider potential, 
as community-based organizations’ directly access to clients 
and pre-existing support and activity groups may translate rela-
tively smoothly into fitness clubs. 

Any plan to improve the health of residents in Highbridge/
Morrisania must take into account the state of awareness and 
opportunities as they stand now. But the possibilities for 
change are wide-ranging and potentially very exciting. With 
enough creativity, coordination and passion, individuals, fami-
lies and organizations working together can create a healthier 
South Bronx. 
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