
THE REGIONAL BUILDING . 723 WOODLAKE DRIVE . CHESAPEAKE, VIRGINIA 23320 . (757) 420-8300 

Date Submitted:   January 9, 2023 

Submitted Via:     X   Email  Website  Phone  Mail 

Next Scheduled Commission Meeting Date:  January 19, 2023 

Name:    Steve Hansen 

Affiliation:  Hampton Roads Diversity Advocacy Team 

Subject:  Public Health, Not Behavioral Health, Key to Violence Prevention 

Comment: 

Public Health, Not Behavioral Health, Key to Violence Prevention 
A Call to Action NOW! 

Hampton Roads municipal leaders would benefit from the overwhelming research indicating 
a weak correlation between gun violence and mental illness. A greater awareness and 
understanding could have precluded the December 5, 2022 statements below showing how 
Governor Youngkin’s proposed mental health legislation is being embraced for the wrong 
reason: 
Hampton Roads Mayors meet with law enforcement leaders to discuss fixing 
challenges to deter violence  

“I like to be singularly focused on getting something done, and I think the mental health piece 
is somewhere where we can be focused on getting something done," a Hampton Roads mayor 
said in reference to gun violence. This search for a single “silver bullet” solution to violence 
ignores the complex nature of the problem. 

One official associated with the criminal justice system offered that DHS determined about 
90% of the inmates in his city’s jail suffer from some form of mental illness. This is an dubious 
claim refuted by a recent research study and many others collaborating that mental illness 
plays a small (< 5%) role in gun-related violence. The issue becomes obscured when mass 
shootings come to stand in for all gun crime, and when “mentally ill” ceases to be a medical 
designation and becomes a sign of violent threat. 

ROBERT A. CRUM, JR., EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR/SECRETARY  
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It seems nearly every prison inmate now can be classified as mentally ill when it serves a 
political purpose for a quick-fix answer to a complex problem. Curiously, the 2023 Regional 
Legislative Priorities this body approved in late October did not mention mental illness 
legislation. However, it made a last-minute December list – apparently a Mayor/CAO 
unilateral action without this body’s approval – when the Governor brought mental illness 
into the spotlight, making it an attractive “silver bullet” option for Hampton Roads gun 
violence prevention.  
 
The mental health and criminal justice deterrence options are all you are left with if you are 
unable or unwilling to differentiate between downstream and upstream interventions, 
identify the upstream interventions, and realize only upstream interventions produce lasting 
public change.  
 
'Downstream' interventions focus on things like individual behavior change and treatments for 
illness. 'Upstream' interventions focus on the social factors that contribute to health and 
prevent illness such as housing, employment, education. Without upstream attention to 
keeping population groups from falling into the river of violence, the downstream task of 
pulling individuals out of the water becomes overwhelming. This does not imply mental 
health improvements are not needed for various reasons, but they are not a panacea for gun 
violence. 
 
For residents in communities with very few resources, possessing a gun offers a way to feel 
empowered, said Cassandra Newby-Alexander, a history professor and dean at Norfolk State 
University. “In so many ways, we’ve created a system that gives people very few choices, and 
then we blame them for not choosing another path that wasn’t even available to them,” Newby-
Alexander said in a Virginian-Pilot article.  
 
Feelings of disempowerment – of lack of agency – lead to trauma which can lead to violence. 
These feelings of disempowerment are often the result of inequities experienced from a lack 
of economic opportunities but also can be triggered by educational, housing, healthcare, 
judicial, recreational, and other societal inequities as well. In such situations, public school-
based conflict resolution training and targeted community violence interruption programs 
can be effective. However, lacking conflict resolution skills to deal with trauma-induced 
despair, anger, and hopelessness is not the same as being mentally ill. That is not to say 
mental illness is of no concern. However, it is far from being either of the gun violence 
elephants in the room (which are racism-driven inequity and proliferation of guns). 
 
Neither our criminal justice system nor the Virginia Department of Behavioral Health and 
Developmental Services address upstream interventions. Yet the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) have had an upstream focus for over 30 years and the Virginia 
Department of Health needs to follow suit. There is a growing recognition that gun violence 
prevention requires a public health-led approach, that violence can be understood much as 
we understand a preventable disease.  
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The public health approach emphasizes input from diverse sectors including health, 
education, social services, justice, policy, and the private sector. Collective action on the part 
of these key collaborators helps to holistically address violence effectively by focusing on the 
social determinants that influence gun violence. We cannot continue “kicking the gun 
violence can down the road” waiting for a silver bullet solution to magically appear 
while tragedies such as the Richneck Elementary shooting tear at the very fabric of 
our communities. We need to piece together a holistic public health gun violence 
prevention plan of action now! 
 
In May 2022, Hampton Roads city leaders created the Hampton Roads Regional Violence 
Prevention Network (aka the fishbone diagram) to deconstruct the problem of gun violence 
in our region. To date, pieces of the problem have been considered but there has been no 
blueprint for an integrated, comprehensive solution to Hampton Roads gun violence. 
 
In an October 2022 submitted HRPDC public comment, the Hampton Roads Diversity 
Advocacy Team proposed a way forward by advocating responses to key elements of the 
network, leveraging HRPDC-approved but not yet implemented initiatives for: (1) hiring an 
HRPDC Diversity, Equity, Inclusion (DEI) Manger, (2) completing an analysis of all equity 
indicators in the region and work as a region towards deciding  suitable indexes, (3) 
establishing a DEI working group at the regional level to discuss issues of equitable 
development, and (4) partnering on the Hampton Roads Workforce Development Council’s 
$11.1M Hampton Roads Workforce Training System Federal Good Jobs Challenge Grant to 
better achieve equitable economic development. These recommendations address the social 
determinants of violence prevention that have received little attention in the Hampton Roads 
gun violence debate with equity indicators facilitating analysis of gun violence hotspots and 
identifying place-based solutions. 
 
How can the Violence Prevention Network be refined with these initiatives and turned it into 
a blueprint for action? An answer lies in the adoption of the Prevention Institute’s 
“Community Safety Realized: Public Health Pathways to Preventing Violence” program that 
contains a structure recognizable to those familiar with the Hampton Roads fishbone 
diagram while putting flesh on the bareboned concept. This serves “to expand collective 
understanding of community violence prevention policies, practices, and programs, and to 
invite collaboration among community-based organizations, government agencies, 
policymakers, and local, state, and national networks.” Additionally, in the references at the 
end of this paper, a detailed pre-COVID real-world violence prevention blueprint used by 
Kansas City is provided as is the Prevention Institute’s handbook for facilitating multi-sector 
partner collaboration so important in community/region violence prevention endeavors. 
While there are several more recent examples of Prevention Institute methodology 
implementation, the Kansas City report best shows the specifics of how the methodology was 
applied. 
 
The next two paragraphs incorporate information from the Kansas City implementation of 
the program to explain how a Mayor/City Manager and Health Department led coalition can 
reduce gun violence: 
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Public health brings together population health science and expertise in community 
engagement to reduce violence and trauma at the population level, like the approach to 
tobacco control or stopping the COVID pandemic. Through this blueprint, Hampton Roads 
Mayors/City Managers and their health departments strive to reduce violence and trauma 
through evidence-based best practices that mobilize residents, multiple government 
departments, the business sector, faith community, nonprofits, neighborhood groups, school 
districts, and more.  
 
The actions of multiple sectors shape our communities. Preventing violence and healing our 
region requires collective impact across sectors to improve the community environments 
where we live and play, learn, work and receive care. Our forward progress also requires 
building collective capacity for effectiveness and sustainability. With this understanding, the 
goals of a Hampton Roads blueprint are organized by community environments and 
explicitly state actions various sectors can take to increase resilience factors (factors that 
protect against violence) and reduce risk factors (factors that increase the likelihood of 
violence). By naming specific sectors, it is not about placing sole responsibility, but is instead 
about increasing investment and coordination between sectors. 
 
If gun violence prevention is to be seriously addressed, it will take leadership that realizes 
there is no  “silver bullet” solution. Leadership that will courageously identify and address 
the inequity in our region. Leadership that is willing to take a comprehensive public health 
approach to this serious problem through promoting and facilitating partnership with 
multiple sectors of our communities. The time to act is now! 
 
Contributing References for Re-View: 
 
The Truth About Mental Health and Gun Violence 
https://namica.org/advocacy/criminal-justice-advocacy/the-truth-about-mental-health-
and-gun-violence/ 
 
CDC Firearm Violence Prevention 
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/firearms/index.html 
 
It’s Not Just Mental Health. Addressing ‘Social Determinants of Safety’ Can Prevent Gun 
Violence 
https://nextcity.org/urbanist-news/not-mental-health-social-determinants-of-safety-
prevent-gun-violence 
 
Want to reduce violence? Invest in place. 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/want-to-reduce-violence-invest-in-place/ 
 
Community Safety Realized: Public Health Pathways to Preventing Violence 
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/publications/community-safety-realized-public-
health-pathways-preventing-violence 
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KC Blueprint for Violence Prevention and a Safe and Healthy Community 
https://www.kcmo.gov/home/showdocument?id=5578 
 
Multi-Sector Partnerships for Preventing Violence 
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/tools/multi-sector-partnerships-preventing-
violence-guide-using-collaboration-multiplier 
 
Preventive Institute’s Training, Technical Assistance, and Consultation 
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/services 
 

Looking Ahead: Broader and Longer-term Action Needed at the State Level 
 
Comparing the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) approach to firearm 
violence prevention to the Virginia Department of Health’s approach limited to firearm 
safety tips (listed here) shows the compelling need for State change which can be 
accomplished by first creating an Office of Violence Prevention under the Virginia 
Department of Health with the following duties: 
 

1. Improve coordination and support existing efforts across the State to prevent 
multiple forms of violence, with particular emphasis on firearm violence, through a 
renewed focus on prevention, and to ensure that strategies are responsive to 
community, and trauma informed. 

2. Grasp the magnitude of the violence through analysis of data such as the number of 
violence-related behaviors, injuries, and deaths. Data can demonstrate how 
frequently violence occurs, where it occurs, trends, and who the victims and 
perpetrators are. 

3. Understand what risk and protective factors protect people or put them at risk for 
experiencing or perpetrating violence and identify where prevention efforts need to 
be focused. 

4. Incorporate an evidence-based approach, analyzing findings from the research 
literature and data from needs assessments, community surveys, key collaborator 
interviews, and focus groups for designing prevention strategies.  

5. Once prevention strategies are developed or existing strategies are identified, 
rigorously evaluate them to determine their effectiveness. 

6. Encourage communities to implement strategies based on the best available evidence 
and to continuously assess whether the strategy is a good fit with the community 
context and achieves its goal of preventing violence. Dissemination techniques to 
promote widespread adoption include training, networking, technical assistance, and 
evaluation. 

7. Cultivate violence prevention expertise at the regional and district Public Health 
offices to facilitate tailored violence prevention implementation at the regional and 
community levels. 

8. Report annually on or before October 1 to the Governor and the General Assembly. 
The report shall include a summary of activities for the year and any 
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recommendations to address firearm violence and other forms of violence within the 
Commonwealth. The Department shall ensure that such report is available to the 
public. 

 
Our State and community efforts are often uncoordinated due to a narrow focus on specialty, 
geography, population or strategy, siloed thinking and fragmented funding. Creating a 
Virginia Office of Violence Prevention, which draws upon CDC’s approach, recognizes a 
cultural shift is needed to address the complexity of violence and trauma in a collaborative 
manner if Virginia is to reduce the burden of injury, disability, trauma, and death that impact 
its citizens exposed to violence and the threat of violence.  
 
Our neighbors in North Carolina are taking action. With the goal of keeping families and 
communities safe from firearm injury and death, the North Carolina Department of Health 
and Human Services released a November 2022 white paper describing public health 
strategies to reduce firearm violence and misuse. 
 
“With rates of firearm deaths and injuries increasing in North Carolina and nationally, the 
white paper provides a framework for how to address firearm violence and misuse as public 
health issues. This requires using good data to identify trends, risk and protective factors 
and prioritize layered, evidence-informed and consensus-driven approaches that reduce 
firearm misuse, injuries and deaths.” 
 
How many more senseless Virginia deaths and injuries from gun violence need to happen 
before Virginia takes decisive state-wide public health action?  
 
A Summary of Key Takeaways 
 

1. This paper does not oppose funding improved mental health services. Mental health 
services should be part of the greater public health response. However, mental health 
initiatives should not be seen as a cure-all for gun violence that allows localities to sit 
back and wait for the Virginia Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental 
Services to fix the problem. 

2. The time for waiting is over. Immediate action to develop, refine, and execute a public 
health approach holistic plan of action is required both through a collective (HRPDC) 
umbrella that leverages cross-sectional/cross-regional synergies and locally (city) 
that provides place-based tailored responses.  

3. HRPDC should consider engaging outside support as soon as possible that will 
provide training, technical assistance, and consultation for a public health approach 
benefiting individual municipalities and the region. A good place to start looking for 
assistance is the Prevention Institute Services webpage. 

4. HRPDC should petition the Governor to create an Office of Violence Prevention under 
the Virginia Department of Health. North Carolina moved in this direction recently. 
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Hampton Roads Planning District Commission 

Over the last couple of years the Hampton Roads Region has seen an explosion of large 
warehouse developments and has many more in process and planning. Many of these are of 
a magnitude that Hampton Roads has never seen.  

Many are located near residential communities causing a significant impact on life long 
residents. Additionally, these developments not only impact communities within the 
localities in which they are located, but have the potential to have significant impact on 
surrounding localities. There appears to be an opportunity to evaluate Virginia Housing 
and Community tenets regarding the placement, impacts, and mitigation associated with 
warehouse siting at, near, or in residential and agricultural areas, by the Hampton Roads 
Planning District Commission (HRPDC). Communities on or adjacent to these “Corridors” 
appear to be prime targets for warehouse sites, subjugating critical established, less 
intensive, residential and agricultural land use to “industrial” land use.  

Traffic congestion and spiking safety issues, tend to be the most obvious impacts that affect 
communities, and is the prime topic for which the public raises concerns. The hundreds, 
sometimes thousands of daily truck and passenger car trips that logistic warehousing 
generates contribute to the traffic jams, accidents, and road surface deterioration in 
addition to harmful emission of air pollutants. 

ROBERT A. CRUM, JR., EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR/SECRETARY  

ANDRIA P. McCLELLAN, CHAIR  ‧  DAVID H. JENKINS, VICE-CHAIR  ‧  RANDY R. KEATON, TREASURER 
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While some of these developments have come about from localities and land owners 
“shopping” their prime real estate looking for a big pay day, many are directly tied to the 
rapid expansion efforts of the Port of Virginia, a significant economic driver for not only the 
Hampton Roads region, but the State of Virginia. Large scale regional warehousing, can if 
not properly sited and scaled, result in significant negative impacts, from intensive 
consumption of undeveloped land to the degradation of habitat, land and water resources, 
quality of life, public health, safety,  infrastructure, and transportation networks. There 
appears to be a narrative of expedited local rezoning approvals to attach parcels in 
residential communities, to incentives, promise of jobs and tax revenue, absent key review 
of existing infrastructure, level of services, and needs of the adjacent communities.  
 
For consideration, here is a review of just some of the major developments in the Hampton 
Roads region;  

• North Suffolk boasts an 850,000 sq ft “high cube” Amazon warehouse within a 
quarter mile of Chesapeake’s 650,000 sq ft Amazon warehouse, combining for 
1,500,000 sq ft of active warehouse space within a quarter mile radius of each other. 
Each site is also located adjacent to established neighborhoods, existing industrial 
and commercial facilities, and additional commercial and residential construction 
projects. All of this is within one mile of RT 664, a major regional transportation 
network, and local road traffic experiences regular chaos as in addition to the 
associated truck traffic a major railway from the Port of VA crosses key roadways at 
this exact spot multiple times a day upwards of 45 minutes at a time.  

• “Phenix Commerce Center”, in Hampton, is a recent rezoning for a 540,000 sq ft 
warehouse development located adjacent to a historically black neighborhood, on a 
site that once housed a school which was eligible for the National Register of 
Historic Places.  

• A Cargo Handling Facility, on South Military Highway, Chesapeake includes a 
200,000 sq ft warehouse and a 720 container storage that will operate 24/7, backs 
up to an adjacent residential neighborhood and will displace a local mobile home 
park. 

•  The proposed 1.4 million sq ft warehouse complex “Port 460” located in South 
Suffolk will eliminate over 500 acres of valuable agricultural lands, and sits adjacent 
to a core residential and commercial growth area that also serves as a prime water 
protection area and water supply for three Hampton Roads localities and numerous 
home wells. It sits minutes from an historic downtown along RT 460 and RT 58, an 
important intersection of a major regional highway system that is already 
overburdened.  

• The 1460 acre Industrial “Megasite” located in the rural area of Chesapeake that the 
City recently rezoned from agricultural to industrial and purchased for $14.2 million 
in hopes of wooing a large industrial development threatening the quality of life for 
many life long residents.  
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In the interest of “region- wide” health, safety, and welfare it is essential that the Hampton 
Roads Planning District Commission (HRPDC) review and approve the development of 
large warehouses, data centers, and industrial “mega sites” prior to a locality granting 
preliminary site plan approval. Location in, near, or adjacent to a “Corridor”, “US Route”, 
“Highway”, or “Interstate”, is a core transportation need for providing Residential 
development in Planning. There appears to be a conflicting and divergent thrust to co-
locate Heavy and Light Industrial sites at, near, and in residential communities, without 
regard to;  

1) Aged Infrastructures  
2) Conflicting residential designated land use with intensive Industrial land use 
3) “Adequate Facilities” per state and Federal policy 
4) Open Space and Farm/Forest Conservation with distinctive prior demands for Solar 

installations 
5) Critical natural resources that support residential regional success 

 
The HRPDC needs to conduct an impact assessment prior to preliminary site plan review to 
ensure residents of the locality where the development is being proposed and residents in 
potentially affected neighboring localities as determined by the HRPDC , do not incur 
substantial adverse effects from the proposed developments.  
 
HRPDC can then develop an impact assessment based upon the results of the impact 
assessment and should solicit the assistance and services of the developer, state, region, 
and city departments, boards, commissions, and agencies or private entities as deemed 
appropriate to develop the impact statement. The impact statement shall include but not be 
limited to an analysis of each developments effect on; 

1) Traffic flow around the development within the locality and within the Region as a 
whole 

2) Public transportation and its supporting infrastructure 
3) Current railway network 
4) Timely provision of emergency services 
5) Noise Control 
6) Surrounding environment and ecosystem 
7) Storm water management 
8) Air Quality 
9) Necessary site remediation 
10) Cultural and historical integrity 
11) Neighboring residential areas 
12) Economy surrounding the community, which shall include a coat benefit analysis 

 
The review could be advisory in nature with the intent to inform the locality’s approving 
authority, the potentially affected neighboring localities, and the potentially affected 
residents on the identified impacts of the development or better yet tie the HRPDC 
advisory to the locality’s potential mitigation actions to any regional funding requests or 
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possibly a financial charge back against the approving locality to compensate any impacted 
localities or residents.  
 
I have been a resident of Suffolk, Virginia for almost 20 years, love living in Hampton 
Roads, and would welcome the opportunity to meet with the HRPDC in person to discuss 
the benefits and impact of these large developments on Hampton Roads Communities.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  
 
Thomas Rein 
119 Suffolk Meadows Blvd  
Suffolk, VA 23435  
Slk320@earthlink.net  
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