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Note: The category of "persistent foreign born" includes census tracts that, for two or more decennial census periods, hod a percentage of fo reign­
born population equal to or greater than the overall Bernalillo County average (5%) for the time period from 1970 to 2000 . 
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Note: The category of "persistent poverty" indudes census tracts with a poverty rate of at least 20% for at least two consecutive census periods, 
looking retrospectively from 2009. This concept is based on the U.S. Deportment of Agriculture's research on persistent poverty counties. 

II. Tue Health and Life Expectancy of the Peop1c 
of Bernalillo Comity 

Neighborhood housing conditions have a significant impact on 
the community environment. Foreclosure rates in 2010 were 
lower in Albuquerque (one in 475 housing units) than in the 
nation (one in 381 units), but higher than the New Mexico 
rates (one in 753 un its) . Foreclosure rates during 2006-2008 
were highest in the Downtown area, Northeast Heights, and 
Southwest Mesa. 

1he percent of vacant housing units for Bernalillo County is 
lower than both the state and national average, but varies greatly 

a 

within the county. Census tracts with the highest rates of vacant 
housing, above 15%, include the Southeast Heights and the 
Downtown and University areas. 

According to American Community Survey data fo r 2009, 
overcrowding in Albuquerque, generally defined by the survey 
as more than one person per room, is lower than the rate in 
New Mexico (2.4% and 3.6% respectively), and lower than the 
national rare (3.0%). Overcrowding varies by neighborhood 
in Bernalillo County, from census tracts with no significant 
overcrowding to census tracts \\<ith a rate of over l 5%. Census 
tracts that have higher-than-average overcrowding rares include 
Northeast Heights, South Valley, and the Downtown and 
University areas. 
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10 sum up socioeconomic and neighborhood risks, we 
developed an index for comparing Bernalillo County 
neighborhoods. We statistically combined a set of measures 
into a single "communi ty risk" index ( CRI) for each census 
tract (see the Center on Human Needs website at hcrp://www. 
humanneeds.vcu.edu/ for details) . The CRI was calculated 
based on variables of interest to the Bernalillo County Place 
Matters Team and has a basis in social determinants of 
health literature. These variables include : average educational 
attainment, average standardized test scores, the violent crime 
rate, the foreclosure rate, the unemployment rate, vacant 
houses, households with no automobile, and overcrowded 
households. The higher the CRI score, the higher the risk 
associated with socioeconomic and community conditions. Use 
of this index enables us to examine the relationship between 
multiple community socioeconomic risks and health outcomes 
simultaneously. 

Figure 3 illustrates the relationship between the CRI and 
selected socioeconomic conditions. Census-tract-level scores 
on the C RI were divided into quintiles (five equal-size groups), 
which are displayed from lowest to highest. In the quintile with 
the lowest C RI values (lowest risk), the unemployment rate is 
3%, 7% have an income below 150% of the federal poverty level, 
and 4% of adults lack a high school diploma. In the quintile 
with the highest C RI values (highest risk) 13% are unemployed, 
48% have an income below 150% of the federal poverty level, 
and 35% of adults lack a high school diploma. 

Map 6 examines geographic variation in the CRI, with high­
risk areas shaded in dark brown, including Southeast Heights, 
Downtown, South Valley, and Northeast Heights. These are 
neighborhoods in which residents may be most vulnerable 
to poor health outcomes that arc influenced by unfavorable 
socioeconomic conditions and community characteristics, such 
as high rates of poverty, crime, unemployment, low educational 
attainment, and poor housing conditions. 

Overall indicators of the health status of Bernalillo County 
are mixed. According to the County Health Rankings released 
in 2010 by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Bernalillo 
County ranked the seventh highest in health status among the 
33 counties in New Mexico; however, it should be noted that 
New Mexico ranked very low in morbidity, 10th lowest in the 
U.S.11 Based on health outcome dara from the New Mexico 
Department of Health for years 2001-2005, the average life 
expectancy in Bernalillo County (80.3 years) is slightly higher 
than for the state of New Mexico (77.3) or the United States 
(77.9). Similarly, the death rate in Bernalillo (783.6/ 100,000 
population) is somewhat higher than the rate in the state of 
New Mexico (761.2) and lower than in the United States 
(803.6). On the other hand, rates of infant mortality and low 
birth weight in Bernalillo County are similar to those for New 
Mexico and the United States (Table 3). 
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Note: The CRI is a composite index that is based on the following indicators: percentage of population with less than a high school education, 
overage standardized test scores, the violent crime rote, the foreclosure rote, the unemployment rote, percentage of houses that were vacant, and 
percentage of households with no automobile or with overcrowding. Higher scores represent the highest levels of risk. 

Given the significant differences by neighborhood in 
communiry risk factors thar may affect health in Bernalillo 
County, it follows that health outcomes, including life 
expectancy, mortali ty, and rate oflow-birth-weight births, vary 
sharply by neighborhood as well. 

Life expectancy-how long a person born today can expect 
to live-varies by several decades across Bernalillo County 
neighborhoods. Based on vital statistics data from the New 
Mexico Department of Health for years 200 l to 2005, the 
average life expectancy for the county as a whole is 80.3 years. 
However, in some census tracts in the Downtown area and the 
Southeast Heights, a person born today can expect to live to 

only about 70 years or less. In other places in Bernal illo County, 
a person born today might expect to live into his/her nineties. 

Map 7 illustrates this variation, with census tracts with the 
lowest life expectancies denoted in dark brown and census tracts 
with the highest life expectancies denoted by light yellow. 

Low birth weight (defined as a weight ofless than 5.5 pounds at 
birth) also varies sharply by neighborhood. Based on data from 
the New Mexico Department of Health for years 2001to2005, 
the average percent oflow-birth-weight births for Bernalillo 
County is 8.5%. Geographic patterns for low birth weight are 
shown in Map 8. Darker brown areas on the map represent areas 
of high rates oflow birth weight. Census tracts with the highest 
low-birth-weight rates are located in the Northeast Heights and 
University areas. 
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Bernalillo New Mexico United States 

Deaths 

life Expedono:y in Years ao.3.,. 77.3 

Death Rate/100,000 Population 783.6101 76 1.2ibl 

Births 

Low Birth Weight 8.4%1<>1 8.5%1bl 

lnfanl Mortali ty/ l ,000 Birlhs > 6:~"' 0:1"' 

{a) New Mexico Deportment of Health, Bureau of Vital Records and Health Statistics, 2001-2005. 
(b) Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Nalional Center for Health Statistics, 2005 . 
(c) Notional Vital Statistics Report, Vol 58, No. 17, April 30, 2010. 
Available at http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/doto/nvsr58/nvsr58_ 17.pdf. 

· · ' ' FOR HL\LTll IN BFRl'\i.\JJLLO COli'iTY: E'iSLRINC OPPORTl'M TIES FOR <.OOD HEAI Tll FOR :\I .I. 

77.9'4. 

803.61bl 

8.2%1bl 

6.8~ 

m 



Low Birth Weight Percentage 
~,,s,s.-:tl:{A l.1rlt"k~[•;t!,j 

CJ c~'~l,;.'t·~,, A1~.at> 

L:Q -:.::1:..t•>d:A.:- ,-e;·ce Q.a~ 

~,11""~~.~Hi! 

Note: Low birth weight is defined as a weight of less than 2500 grams, or about 5.5 pounds at birth. Rates in the Cibola National Forest may be 
unreliable due lo small population size . 

Figure 4 shows that the average low-birth-weight rate is nearly 
identical for Hispanics and whites, the two largest racial/ ethnic 
groups in Bernalillo County. Thus, variability in low-birth­
weight rates in Bernalillo Counry is likely w have less to do 
with racial/ ethnic composition of neighborhoods and more 
to do with other communiry and individual risks. However, 
it should be noted that the percentage oflow-birth-weight 
African American babies in the county is significantly higher 
than that for other population groups. This may be due to the 
relatively small African American population in the county, or it 
may be related to the stress of racism, an outcome that has been 
suggested by other research in other locations. 

m 

Although low-birth-weight rates often vary with socioeconomic 
characteristics, in Bernalillo County there does not appear to 

be any significam relationship between low-birth-weight rates 
and communiry or household-level characteristics measured 
at the census tract level. We may have insufficient data to 

uncover this relationship in Be~nalillo County. However, 
census tracts in Bernalillo County with the highest level of 
community risk have lower average life expectancy (Figure 
S). A variety of factors may affect life expectancy, including 
social, environmental and behavioral factors-some of which 
are themselves associated with the indicators measured by the 
community risk index. To some degree, the observed association 
between our index and life expectancy may represent the 
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Note: Values for CRI: highest= 1.79 - 3.21; higher= 0.71 - 1.47; high= 0.01 - 0.6!. 
Values for life expecloncy (LE): lowest 66 - 70; lower= 71 - 76; low= 77 - 79. 

influence of these confounding variables and not a causal role of 
the measured indicators themselves. 

Map 9 shows the geographic relationship between 
socioeconomic and community risk factors measured the 

and life expectancy in Bernalillo. Neighborhoods 
the CRI is high and there are poor health outcomes are shown 
in darker colors. The map, which focuses on the urban areas of 
Bernalillo County, illustrates that census tracts in Southeast 
Heights, Downtown, Four Hills, South Valley, and porrions 
ofNorrhwest Mesa, Southwest Mesa, and Northeast Heights 
have a co-occurrence of high community risk index and low life 
expectancy. 

As noted above, factors that determine one's health are not 
restricted to the characteristics of individuals and families. 
Other ofi:en referred co as social determinants of 
health, such as communities where people are exposed ro 
environmental hazards, contribute to greater health risks. 
Environmental hazards may induce disease and injuries by 
exposing the population to contaminated air, water, and 
food or to hazards associated with workplace conditions, 
transportation, pests, noise, toxic spills, and climate change. 
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Note: The density of environmental hazards was generated from an aggregation of the following types of hazards per square mile: 

Tier II reporting facilities 
Discharge permit points 
Dumping locations 
Hazmat locations 
Hospitals 
Railroad depots 
NMED discharge permit locations 

While a broad array of environmental risks are considered to 

have health effects: the 2003 Albuquerque/Bernalillo County 
Comprehensive Plan identified primary sources of air pollutants 
as vehicular emissions, residential wood burning, dust from 
unpaved roads and construction sites, and, to a lesser degree, 
industrial operations. Primary sources of water pollutants 
include septic tanks, agricultural activities, gas stations, landfills, 
illegal dumping, and hazardous materials. In addition, there 
are three Superfund sites in Bernalillo County. 12 (According 
to the Environmental Protection Agency, "a Superfund site is 
an uncontrolled or abandoned place where hazardous waste is 
located, possibly affecting local ecosystems or people." 13

•
12

) 

NPDES permit locations 
NMED petroleum sloraQe lank bureau leak sites 
Stationary a ir [pollution! sources 
Superfund sites 
Industrial/manufacturing land use 
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Note: Values for hazards density: highest= 38.95 - 54.65; higher = 26.00 - 33 .01; high= 13.89 • 20.1 7. 
Values for period in poverty: longest = 5 decodes; longer = 3 - 4 decodes; long = 2 decodes. 

Exposure to environmental hazards is rarely uniform across 
geographic areas. Studies document proximity to hazardoits 
sites and heightened exposure to pollution in neighborhoods 
with larger populations of peopleof color and rhe poor.14

•
15

•
16

•
1
7 

Studies in various locations also document that more 
environmental hazards occur in communities with large 
minority populations.; 8 Some longitudinal studies suggest that 
toxic facilities are deliberately sited in minority communities, 19 

possibly because such neighborhoods are socially isolated and 
hold limited political power to resist undesirable land use 
decisions by governments and corporations.20 

As Map l 0 shows, environmental hazards are most prevalent 
in downtown Albuquerque, near North Valley, and Northeast 
Heighrs close to Interstate 25. This measure does not reflect rhe 

number of pollutant sources but rather the number of pollutant 
sources divided by the square miles. While one census tract in 
Four Hills has elevated risk as measured by this index, the high 
risk score is primarily a result of land that is zoned for industrial 
or commercial use. Land use in this zoning classification does 
not necessarily result in exposure to environmental hazards. 

,',i',: -:_,:: 

In Bernalillo County, particular community characteristics are 
common in areas having a greater number of toxic facilities. 
Areas with high levels of potential pollution are significantly 
more likely to contain low~income, Hispanic, and recent 
immigranrpopulations (Figure 6). In the quintile with the 
highest levels of environmental risk, 32% of households have 
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Note: Values for hazards density: highest= 54.65 - 126.15; higher = 27.43 -54.64; high = 13.52 - 27.42. 
Values for life expectancy: lowest= 66- 70; lower= 71 · 76; low = 77 - 79. 

incomes below 150% of the federal poverty level-or $33,525 
for a family of four as of 2011-and 53% of these households 
are Hispanic. In addition, areas with the highest exposure to 

environmental hazards like landfills have on average 50% more 
foreign-born residents than the areas with the lowest exposure. 
C ommunities with the lowest levels of exposure to potentially 
toxic facilities tend to report higher incomes (20% below 
150% of the federal poverty level) and ro have a majority white 
population (53%). 

Map 11 illustrates census tracts with a co-occurrence of 
persistent poverty and exposure to environmental hazards. 
Census tracts in the Downtown, South Valley, Southeast 
Heights, and North Valley have experienced high rares of 
poverty over several decades and have a high density of 

environmental hazards. There are, however, census rracrs in 
the South Valley that have experienced persistent poverty 
bur relatively few environmental hazards. The environmental 
hazards density (hazards per square mile) is meant to represent 
a general measure of pollution and hazards to the environment. 
The measure is based on the available hazardous and pollutant 
data from Bernalillo County at point level. Because the data set 
includes several types of hazards and pollutants, and excludes 
others, over differing time periods, the ground perception of 
hazard density may differ from the measure derived here. 

In sum, our findings indicate that exposure to 

environmental hazards- traffic corridors, railroads, 
industrial zones, brownfield sites, Superfund sites, Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Act sites, and hazardous air 
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The Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies is a 
national, nonprofit research and public policy institution that is 
sometimes referred to as "America's black think tank." Founded 
in 1970 by black inrdkctuals and professionals to provide 
training and technical assistance to elected black public 
officials, it has evolved into an invaluable source of information 
and policy for policy makers and policy influentials on 
issues of concern to African Americans and orher 
communities of color. It currently focuses its work on critical 
public policy issues such as political participation, economic 
advancement, health policy, and climate 

The Joint Center's Health Policy Institure (HPI) is a pioneering 
program of the Joint Center that seeks to ignite a health 

movement that gives people of color the right to equal 
opportunity for healthy lives. Its publications, 
activities, and are designed to accelerate progress 
through collective that will produce real and lasring 
change in health outcomes. PLACE MATTERS is a major HPI 
initiative that is to build the capacity of community 
leaders to address economic, and environmental 
conditions in their communities that shape health and health 
omcomes. The assists participating local PLACE 

and implementing community~ 
factors that determine health. 








