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Santa Cruz County ranked eighth healthiest in California 

SANTA CRUZ -- Santa Cruz County is a pretty healthy place but still has room to improve. 

That's what area health officials said after Santa Cruz County placed in the top 10 in California in the first-ever 
county-by-county health rankings released Wednesday. 

Santa Cruz ranked eighth. Marin County was first and Del Norte County ranked last at 56th. Two counties were 
not ranked. 

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the University of Wisconsin School of Medicine and Public Health 
produced the rankings, using 28 factors, to give people a way to see how healthy their county is, compare it 
with others and find ways to improve. 

Santa Cruz rated No. 2 for healthy behavior with fewer adult smokers and obese adults. It scored better than 
average for clinical care factors such as use of hospice and social and economic factors such as college 
degrees. 

It rated 37th for physical environment, largely due to alcohol availability, and average scores on access to 
healthy food. 

Poki Namkung, county health officer since 2005, is pleased overall but questioned data on healthy food and air 
quality. She said Santa Cruz County was ranked second for access to healthy food by the UCLA Center for 
Health Policy in 2008. 

Her concerns include binge drinking, the teen birth rate, which is high in Watsonville, and the high school 
graduation rate, which is lower among Latinos compared to white and Asian students. 

Santa Cruz County has more liquor stores per 10,000 people than San Mateo, Monterey and Santa Clara, its 
three neighbors. The city of Santa Cruz, despite distance requirements, has twice as many clubs and alcohol 
purveyors compared to others of similar size, Santa Cruz Mayor Mike Rotkin said. 

Rotkin pushed for new rules and higher fees to pay for police to monitor high-risk alcohol establishments 
downtown. 

"It's hard to not allow any more liquor outlets," he said. "People come here to have fun. We are a college town." 

Rotkin sees the healthy food issue as one of affordability. 

"Our community has better food selection than anywhere in the country," he said. "We're a low-income county. 
It's about whether we can afford the food." 

Go for Health Collaborative sponsored by United Way of Santa Cruz County will get $360,000 over four years 
from the Johnson Foundation to improve access to healthy food and exercise in Watsonville, which has a 
higher percentage of overweight children and adults than the rest of the county. 

The collaborative is working with young people to recommend new bike lanes, support fruit stands at schools 
and encourage corner stores to stock more fruits and vegetables. 

"When it comes to fresh fruits and vegetables, cost is a big barrier," said Mary Lou Goeke, who heads United 
Way. "I'm excited about Michelle Obama's Let's Move' initiative. It looks a lot like Go for Health." 



 



 

 

 


