
 

Healthy Kids Las Cruces 
 

Six years after the launch of Healthy Kids Las Cruces (HKLC), the southern New Mexico 
city is becoming a healthier place. People ride on more than 70 miles of new bike routes; 
children walk and ride bikes to school; school and community gardens are flourishing; 
doctors prescribe trail walking; and the city considers pedestrians when it plans 
neighborhoods. 
 
Yet, the real change is still coming. And that’s because of two key components: 
relationships and sustainability. 
 
HKLC has fostered relationships between schools, government and organizations that 
never aligned their missions before, and HKLC has emphasized sustainable solutions, no 
matter how long it takes. This kind of comprehensive focus and collaboration has created 
a deeper understanding of how to create a healthier community and a commitment to 
help people get the healthy food they need and feel safe to be active outdoors. 
 

“We don’t have a bunch of individual silos now,” said Mark Johnston, director of the 

city’s Park and Recreation Department and Healthy Kids Las Cruces lead for community 

gardens, prescription trails and walking trails. “We are looking at the focus of a 

community. We are providing services to the community and how can we do it 

together. Philosophically it’s been a tremendous change.” 

 
Healthy Kids Las Cruces makes changes where kids live, learn and play so they and their 
families have more opportunities to be healthy. The New Mexico Department of Health 
supports the initiative.  
 
Las Cruces is the biggest Healthy Kids community and largest city on the southern border 
of New Mexico with about 100,000 residents. It is home to New Mexico State University 
and the newly designated national monument, Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks. Las 
Cruces is a growing, destination city in a rural county with small farming villages like Hatch 
and Garfield that have limited access to fresh food and city resources. 
 
When Healthy Kids Las Cruces was launched in 2008, the Department of Health helped 
establish coalitions to improve the health within the food system, built environment, 
schools and community. It is these coalitions that have been instrumental in laying the 
groundwork for a healthy city. 



 “In a lot of ways, Healthy Kids is a driver, a focus of our community,” said Aaron Sharratt, 
who leads Healthy Kids’ food system coalition. “It’s the right time and place for this to be 
happening. We have built a network, supporting the city and bringing in private sector 
and businesses with the same goal of ensuring that we’re looking at the health of our kids, 
the health of our families and health of our community. Everyone has something to bring 
and to offer.” 
 
Healthy Kids Las Cruces was the first of 13 Healthy Kids communities in New Mexico, 
including nine counties and four pueblos, according to Patty Morris, the lead for Healthy 
Kids New Mexico and director of the Obesity, Nutrition and Physical Activity Program at 
the Department of Health. 
 

“What we learned and how it grew permitted us to replicate Healthy Kids in a few 

other communities, and now it’s reaching a quarter of the population of New Mexico,” 

Morris said. “Other communities modify the initiative based on their own local context 

and culture. And Las Cruces continues to show us the way as a leader in developing 

relationships and collaborating to improve the health of children and their families.” 

 

Increasing access to healthy food 
 

The collaboration has become a spring board for new ideas and policies. The food 
coalition led to the creation of the Mesilla Valley Food Policy Council. Its mission is to 
improve the availability of safe, healthy sustainable food linked to economic development. 
In the first years, the council worked on researching ideas and building relationships with 
elected officials, community members, local farmers and businesses.  
 
 “Creating collaboration among all these sectors can be difficult and now we can mobilize 
quickly and do the outreach needed,” said Krysten Aguilar, who leads the Mesilla Valley 
Food Policy Council. “Nothing is more important than relationship building. Raising that 
awareness and building relationships has put us in a fantastic place to take off.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aguilar said the city and elected officials support creating a comprehensive urban 
agriculture initiative that would make it easier for people to access healthy food. The 

 

As a result of the relationships, the council has 
support of key leaders. The city passed 
resolutions supporting the council and Farm to 
School, a movement that encourages schools to 
create direct relationships with local farmers. The 
council is now focused on working with the city 
and Doña Ana County to make healthy, fresh and 
affordable food more available in areas that are 
considered food deserts. 
 



council is working on proposing changes to the city’s municipal codes so city rules support 
local food production. This could mean allowing people to own their own chickens, or 
providing incentives for local farmers to set up urban farms or mobile farmer’s markets 
in underserved areas.  
 

“We are creating the bones and the framework for a food system in Las Cruces that 

is supportive of food production activities by individuals that greatly affects people’s 

health and quality of life,” said Aguilar, who is food planning and policy coordinator at 

La Semilla Food Center. La Semilla is a Healthy Kids partner that has been instrumental in 
its work on student gardens and healthy foods in the schools.  
 
The council is taking the time to research best practices, anticipate possible barriers and 
develop alternatives. “This is going to be a comprehensive effort,” Aguilar said. “We don’t 
want anything left out. People are ready for this to happen.” 
 
The constant thread throughout Healthy Kids’ work is a comprehensive approach and 
solutions that change the paradigm. No where is this more evident than the Healthy Kids’ 
work to enhance the built environment. 
 
Supporting walkers and bikers 
 

Andy Hume is one of the founding members of Healthy Kids Las Cruces’ built environment 
coalition. At the time he was the bicycle/pedestrian planner for the Metropolitan Planning 
Organization, which handles transportation planning for the region. Now he is the 
downtown coordinator for the city’s Community Development Department.  
 
Hume and the coalition first focused on what Hume describes as a painstaking process of 
educating people on two ideas – safe routes to school and complete streets. He spent 
almost a handful of years educating planners and policy makers about how complete 
streets can function and help Las Cruces. Complete streets is designing and operating 
roads with all users in mind, including bicyclists, public transportation vehicles, riders and 
pedestrians of all abilities. 
 
“Now we can move forward with implementation rather than having to continually define 
those terms,” Hume said. “By staying the course, I feel like we’ve brought about 
tremendous change. We can talk about more advanced ideas because the foundation is 
there.” 
 
Las Cruces, Doña Ana County and Mesilla all adopted complete street policies. The next 
step is creating an ordinance that is enforceable. This is a monumental task involving 
standards for roadways, landscaping, drainage, traffic control, sign code and lighting. 
Those are just the big ones. To accomplish this, Hume and the committee he chairs is 
getting the Las Cruces City Council to adopt one standard at a time. 



“The difference we hope it will make is it will improve the environment from the 

standpoint of encouraging more active transportation,” he said. “Even though the 

automobile will continue to be the dominant form of transportation, we want to make 

sure we are creating an environment so people are using their vehicles in a more 

responsible manner.” 

 
For example, people feel more comfortable speeding on wide roads with travel lanes. 
“We hope to institutionalize building smaller roads that can accommodate every kind of 
traveler,” Hume said.  
 
That doesn’t mean every road will have a bike lane. Some large roads are designed to get 
people from one side of the valley to another. A big road can still be a complete street by 
creating restricted lanes – one lane that is designated for busses and bikes. 
 
Complete streets ties into safe routes to school. Having neighborhoods that connect to 
other neighborhoods can help children avoid busy, main streets when walking to school 
– a concept that is new to Las Cruces and now included in the city’s review process. 
 
“Those types of things are brought up when we are reviewing for subdivisions and before 
they weren’t,” Hume said. “That’s where you make your serious, lasting differences when 
it goes from a fringe idea into being part of the conversation and review process. Everyone 
then buys into it.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now seven elementary schools have safe routes. Students at Mesilla Elementary bike to 
school on Tuesdays and walk there on Wednesdays each week. The Department of 
Transportation has named Las Cruces’ Safe Routes to School program a model for New 
Mexico. Success has generated financial support too. 
 
The Metropolitan Planning Organization has received more than $500,000; Mesilla 
Elementary was awarded $275,000 for infrastructure and bicycle education; and Las 
Cruces Public Schools received $50,000 to hire two part-time safe routes coordinators. 

 

The national standard for a Safe Routes to 
School program involves five Es: 
engineering, education, enforcement, 
encouragement and evaluation. The built 
environment coalition picked a pilot school, 
Hillside Elementary, and addressed all the 
Es over one year and then documented 
how these improvements reduced 
speeding and increased children’s interest 
and participation in walking. 



While HKLC worked on routes for children, it also invested in trails for the community. 
When Healthy Kids started, there were about 10 miles of trails and bike lanes. Today there 
are more than 40 miles of trails and 70 miles of bike routes. 
 
Like many communities, Las Cruces had plans for more trails many years ago. It’s taken 
time and money – and a little push from Healthy Kids – for the trails to become reality.  
“The whole idea of walkable communities and quality of life is based on health. The 
educational component for Healthy Kids really grows that mindset through the 
community,” said Johnston.  
 
Johnston sees evidence of the trails’ success and popularity daily. “It definitely makes our 
citizens more active,” he said. “People are more aware that getting outside and walking, 
planting a garden and being active is part of having a quality of life. I think we’ve done a 
good job reaching out to our youth so as they grow up they keep that in the back of their 
mind. They will stay healthier.” 
 
To encourage people to use the trails, HKLC established the Prescription Trails program in 
which health providers prescribe one of 72 trails to patients who need to move more. 
People receive a Prescription Trails guide with trail descriptions indicating location, 
mileage and difficulty of each trail. Each year the city has added a trail or two, so the guide 
is in its 3rd edition now. 
 
“Some people won’t do it unless they know it’s very safe and they can do it,” Johnston 
said. “There are short routes from ¼ mile up to six miles.” 
 
Connecting to local food 

 
The other part of Johnston’s Healthy Kids work is community and school gardens, a 
strategy Healthy Kids uses to teach children and families about growing and eating fresh 
produce.  The city of Las Cruces and the school district formed a partnership in which the 
school provides property for gardens, and the city offers garden-education and 
programming for children.  
 

“When they see themselves being able to produce food, I think it’s pretty awakening 

for children,” Johnston said. “They realize that food doesn’t just come from a grocery 

store, that it has to be grown.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The city has tapped into master gardeners at NMSU to help 
teach children. Las Cruces Mayor Ken Miyagishima awarded 
$3,000 to help develop or expand school gardens.  
  
“There has been a huge growth in school-garden programming 
and cooking in the classroom as a convergence of all these 
things coming together,” said Sharratt, who oversees 
development and administration for La Semilla Food Center in 
addition to his Healthy Kids work. 
 
 



At least five elementary schools have gardens in addition to three community gardens. 
One of those community gardens is at the Munson Senior Center, where seniors tend the 
garden and mentor children who help grow produce. “There is intergenerational work on 
the garden, and it’s really working out well,” Johnston said. 
 
In other community gardens, people rent plots and cultivate produce for their own 
families. For residents who are unsure of how to start a garden, a community garden 
makes it easy for them -- plots are built, soil is tilled, and the city pays for the water. 
 
Before HKLC there were no community gardens. Now plots are full every year, Johnston 
said. Next, he plans to build a garden on the east side of town across the street from the 
East Mesa Recreation Center, where the city hosts an after-school program. Johnston said 
a new component of the after-school program will be gardening. 
 
As the number of community and school gardens has grown, so has the knowledge of 
community members. The city has a master list of produce that thrives in Las Cruces. 
 
“I think what we’ll see over time is some folks returning to more organic food production,” 
Johnston said. “Folks are learning it doesn’t take that much room to produce a lot of 
vegetables because our weather is so wonderful.” 
 
The gardens – like the other Healthy Kids’ work – are possible because of the partnerships. 
In a time when budgets have been cut, government positions are left vacant and 
workloads have increased, Healthy Kids reduces the burden, said Hume. When he needs 
a letter of support for a grant proposal or help with a presentation to City Council, Healthy 
Kids coalition members step up. 
 

“We don’t get together to increase each other’s workloads,” he said. “We share our ideas 

and see how we can enhance projects we’re already working on and maybe create 

linkages between other projects.” 

 
Hume, like many others involved in HKLC, is passionate about the transformation that is 
happening in Las Cruces’ built environment.  
 
 “They are game-changing improvements to whatever we do,” Hume said. “It’s not worth 
our time, energy and resources to focus on band-aid improvements. The approach is so 
important and is the main reason why our program has been so successful.” 
 
 
 
 

 

        

 Healthy Kids New Mexico builds state and local partnerships to expand children’s 

opportunities for healthy eating and active living where they live, learn and play. 


