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CityHealth, an initiative of the de Beaumont Foundation and Kaiser
Permanente, works to advance a package of tried and tested policy
solutions to ensure all people in our largest cities have access to healthy
choices. Together with visionary city leaders, CityHealth helps cities adopt
policies that can make their communities healthy and resolve critical
health disparities — now and decades down the road. Learn more at
cityhealth.org.

Trust for Public Land is a national nonprofit that works to connect
everyone to the benefits and joys of the outdoors. Trust for Public Land’s
10-Minute Walk program engages city leaders to close the park equity
divide so that every resident has access to a quality park or green space
within a 10-minute walk of home. The 10-Minute Walk program calls on U.S.
mayors and policymakers to address cities’ most pressing needs around
health, resilience, environmental protection, economic development, and
community building through parks, and provides the resources needed

to create and support park systems that drive equitable, healthy, thriving
communities. Learn more at 10minutewalk.org.
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reenspaces — from parks to trails to public

commons — are essential for individual and

community health. Spending time in nature
improves overall well-being, including both mental and
physical health.! Greenspaces also have the potential
to make a significant impact on entire communities by
promoting physical activity, facilitating social inter-
action, and reducing risk factors for certain chronic
diseases.? They can also play an important role in adapt-
ing to the effects of a changing climate.?

Despite these well-documented benefits, 100 million
people in the U.S. — including 28 million children — do
not have access to close-to-home parks.* In many cities,
parks are not distributed, funded, maintained, or pro-
grammed equitably.®* Communities of color have 43%
less park acreage than white neighborhoods.® Parks

in low-income areas tend to be smaller and feature

less programming than those in more affluent areas.”
Natural urban features other than parks, such as tree
canopy cover, are also inequitably distributed in cities
across the U.S. Neighborhoods that were subjected to
redlining — the discriminatory lending practice begin-
ning in the 1930s that denied home loans to residents
of minority and low-income neighborhoods — continue
to have less tree cover.® This greenspace equity divide
means that millions of U.S residents, and often those in
neighborhoods facing multiple other health, economic,
and environmental challenges, have limited access to
parks and their benefits.

Disparities in park access are in part the result of years
ofland use priorities and decisions, discriminatory pol-
icies and practice, and decades of insufficient funding
for parks and infrastructure.® Policy and investment
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including 28 million children —

can be used to address the historical legacy and ongo-
ing racism that lay the groundwork for the park equity
divide, and in turn improve the built environment and
lead to beneficial health outcomes. However, many of
the needed policies — and the health and health equity
benefits they could deliver — are less understood and
under-implemented in cities across the nation.

There is a significant — and urgent — opportunity for
local policy action to chart a new, greener, and health-
ier future for all. Equity must be central to this work,
with afocus on investing and improving access in
communities with the widest disparities. Leaders must
prioritize action and investment in neighborhoods that
have been historically underserved.

To support and accelerate this work, CityHealth, an
initiative of the de Beaumont Foundation and Kaiser
Permanente, partners with Trust for Public Land
(TPL) to work with cities across the country to pro-
mote greenspace policy solutions that help ensure all
families have access to public land, nature, and their
many benefits to health and quality of life. As described
in this report, CityHealth and TPL have outlined an
evidence-backed policy solution that can provide city
leaders with a clear roadmap for how they can tap into
greenspace to help improve health outcomes.
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Greenspace & Health Benefits

Greenspace access is essential to improve health and
well-being throughout communities. The presence
of these spaces has significant benefits and evidence
suggests that just two hours per week in nature is
associated with increased health and well-being.*°
The research on the connection between green-
space, health, and well-being is both increasing and
long-standing.

One seminal study on the connection between nature
and health was released almost 40 years ago. It found
that patients who had a view of nature outside of their
window had faster recovery after surgery and needed
less pain medication than those facing a brick wall.**
This disparity, which happened by random circum-
stance in room assignment, occurs all too often in
our daily lives as aresult of disinvestment in specific
neighborhoods and communities.

Extreme heat kills more people in

ﬂ[ﬂﬂ the U.S. than any other weather-
1 1

related hazard, accounting for

10,527 deaths between 2004-2018.

This disinvestment is apparent in the way green-
spaces are distributed in our communities. Parks in
lower-income and non-white neighborhoods are often
less programmed, less well-maintained, and poorly
connected to the surrounding neighborhoods.'* Health
outcomes also fare worse in these under-resourced
communities that lack adequate greenspace.

One way city leaders and communities can work to
address these health disparities is by prioritizing and
investing in greenspaces such as parks and urban
tree canopy. By providing space for physical activ-

ity, opportunities for residents to access nature, and
space for social interaction — all significant predic-
tors of psychological health — as well as by protecting
environmental quality, greenspace has tremendous
potential for improving health.’®* And, many of the fac-
tors that make parks beneficial — from building social
capital, to providing exposure to greenery, to cooling
urban neighborhoods — are interconnected in the way
they improve health for individuals and communities.

Greenspaces Promote Physical Activity
Parks and greenspaces promote physical activity, and
physical activity has far-reaching benefits for health.
Itimproves quality of life and reduces the risk of many
chronic health conditions such as heart disease, osteo-
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Neighborhoods with parks can be

as much as 6°F cooler.

porosis, depression, and type 2 diabetes.!* A recent review
ofliterature found that physical activity was associated
with a 13% reduction in mortality rates among more
than 27,000 study participants, benefiting those with
and without existing medical conditions.' Physically
active people sleep better. Being physically active for even
short periods of time — such as a 10-minute walk — can
improve memory.'* Among children, physical activity
improves bone health. Among older adults, it reduces the
risk of falls and fall-related injuries.'”

Alarge body of scientific literature points to modifica-
tion of the built environment as a strategy to increase
physical activity. Many studies suggest that proximity
to parks, greenspace, and tree cover is associated with
greater levels of physical activity.!®!® Multi-site studies
have also found that individuals living in areas with
the greatest density of park space were the most likely
to be physically active.?°

In addition to proximity, context-specific design and
investing in renovation influence visits to parks and
participation in physical activity in parks.? Park
facilities such as walking trails, outdoor gyms, and
sports fields promote physical activity.?® For children,
natural features, opportunities for creative play, and
avariety of structures promote physical activity.?®?*
Programmed activities such as gardening programes,
organized sports, community gardening, and yoga
classes, as well as active outreach and marketing
efforts, also promote physical activity in parks.?>*¢Ina
study in San Francisco, parks that had been renovated
saw more than twice the number of users upon reopen-
ing, as well as significant increases in physical activity
and energy expended in the parks. Though research

is still emerging, degree of greenness (which can
include the presence of tree canopy) has been shown to
increase park use, especially for elderly visitors.

Environmental Protection via Greening
As cities deal with pervasive environmental chal-
lenges, a changing climate, and extreme weather,

public greenspaces can concurrently address hazards
such as heat-related illness, flooding, and air quality.

One of the most significant environmental challenges
today is extreme heat. On average, extreme heat kills
more people in the U.S. than any other weather-related
hazard, accounting for 10,527 deaths between 2004 -
2018.%" This is especially relevant in cities, which are
subject to the urban heat island effect, and where parks
and greenspace can provide cooling. Neighborhoods
with parks can be as much as six degrees Fahrenheit
cooler than those without.?® The climate benefit of
parks can extend as far as a half-mile from their bound-
aries, helping cool neighborhoods and reduce heat
stress for residents.?® Parks and greenspaces can also
resultin significant cost savings: a 2016 study found
that cooling by urban trees across the U.S. reduced
energy bills by $538.6 million.*°

Severe weather, with extreme rainfall, is also increas-
ing in frequency and intensity with climate change.®
Cities are looking for new ways to provide a safe envi-
ronment for residents, and the green infrastructure
thatis often incorporated into parks can also promote
environmental resilience. Green infrastructure is
aconstruction and engineering practice that uses a
variety of tools to absorb, delay, and treat stormwater.
These tools can range from permeable pavement and
trees to green roofs and beyond. Green infrastructure
filters 95% of stormwater pollutants and reduces runoff
by 90%, preventing flooding in risk-prone areas.®* A
TPL survey of America’s 100 largest cities found that
76% of cities are leveraging parks to reduce stormwater
runoff, 20% are relying on parks for carbon sequestra-
tion, and 80% are using parks to reduce urban heat.*®

Air pollution is a pervasive health hazard in cities —
the product of motor vehicles, combustion sources such
as generators and furnaces, industrial operations, and
other sources. Moreover, climate change contributes
to worsening air quality; for example, the production
of ozone is driven by heat.?* This is consequential —
especially when considered through a health equity
lens — as, among other outcomes, air pollutants and
heat exposures are linked to increased risk of preterm
births and low birth weight, especially among Black
mothers.®® Lack of greenspace is also associated

with increased mortality and greater exposure to air
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pollution, which can affect lung function and health
outcomes such as asthma and other chronic diseases.?¢

Research suggests that urban vegetation — especially
trees — canreduce air pollution. While this benefit is best
documented for particulate matter, the impact of urban
vegetation may extend to other pollutants as well.®” The
level of benefit (and the avoidance of disbenefits such as
allergenic pollen production) depends on species selec-
tion, street morphology, and other factors.?%3°

Noise is also a pervasive health hazard in cities. It
results from many of the same sources as air pollution
— the operation of engines and industrial processes, as
well as from a range of other activities like construc-
tion and sirens. Excessive noise exposure is hazardous,
threatening cardiovascular health,*° mental health,*
and other outcomes. Parks and greenspace not only
temper high noise levels,*? but they also provide restor-
ative sounds such as birdsongs that may themselves
promote health and well-being.*?

Exposure to Nature and Mental Health
Mental health is a complex and nuanced challenge
facinglocal communities.** Though many Americans
experienced related challenges prior to 2020, the
pandemic exacerbated mental health challenges, such
as those related to anxiety and depression — making
mental health one of today’s most urgent issues.*®

The response to the mental health crisis appropriately
focuses on access to essential health care and other
support services. The environment, however, can pro-
vide under-recognized benefits for people living with
amental health challenge. Access to nature near one’s
home islinked to less stress and fewer mental health
challenges.*® For example, one study in New York City
found that people who live closer to a park experienced
better mental health while getting more physical
activity.*” Other studies suggest that simply walking or
sitting in a park for as little as 10 minutes can improve
one’s mood.*®

In numerous studies, exposure to nature — measured
by proximity to an urban park and green vegeta-

tion — has been associated with protective effects on
depression, including among participants living in
lower socioeconomic areas.*® For example, researchers

who used neuroimaging to assess the effect of nature
on the brain found that exposure to greenspace reduced
risk factors for mental illnesses, including those for
depression and anxiety.®°

In Wisconsin, a state-wide, population-based health
survey found that a 25% increase in neighborhood tree
canopy was associated with a decrease in depression
scores based on a commonly used clinical instrument.5*
Similarly, a study of U.S.-based long-term care facili-

ties found that tree canopy was associated with fewer

%

Excessive noise exposure
is hazardous, threatening

cardiovascular health.

depressive symptoms, suggesting that greenspace
could play an important role in protecting against or
preventing depression.®® In Philadelphia, researchers
found that greening vacant lots decreased feelings of
depression by 41.5%, with pronounced effects among
individuals living below the poverty line.5®

Exposure to greenspaces is impactful for all age
groups, which have experienced health consequences
from the pandemic in differing and significant ways.
Researchers have found that a 20-minute guided walk
in apark increased concentration among children
with attention deficit disorder.’* A study looking at
park access and children’s mental health during the
COVID-19 pandemic found reported park access was
associated with fewer behavioral challenges — such
as emotional conduct, hyperactivity, and peer-re-
lationship problems — for adolescents.?® A review

of 21 studies also found significant evidence of the
positive impact of greenspace exposure on emotional
and behavioral problems, and suggested providing
greenspace access as an important intervention and
investment for children’s and adolescent mental
health.®® Studies suggest that greenspace is associated
with lower odds of psychological distress.” Among
older adults, the “greenness” of a community has been
associated with decreased risk of hospitalizations from
Alzheimer’s disease and related dementias.*®
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There is an interconnection between physical health,
environmental health and resilience, and mental
health factors. Furthermore, community cohesion,
agency, and safety are factors that influence health
outcomes. Parks play a unique role in this intersection,
and emerging research continues to explore these
connections.

Greenspaces and Increasing Social
Connections

Connections among people — variously framed as
social networks, social capital, sense of community, or
simply social connectedness — are essential to human
well-being, and are strong predictors of health.*
Conversely, social isolation and loneliness are toxic,
increasing the risk of early death and a wide range

of mental and physical disorders.®>¢* This became
eminently clear during the pandemic, when social
distancing led to social isolation for many, especially
afflicting communities of color.®® For example, Black
populations had a nearly 30% higher likelihood of
disconnectedness than other racial groups.®® In recog-
nition of this, the U.S. Surgeon General has called for a
National Strategy to Address Social Connection.5*

The Surgeon General’s recent advisory on loneliness
points to parks as a key piece of “social infrastructure”
that promotes interaction and connection.®® Living
close to high-quality parks is associated with a sense
of community, social cohesion, and social capital.®®Ina
Baltimore study, researchers reviewed the connection
between tree canopy and social capital, which they
defined as “the shared knowledge, norms, rules and
networks that facilitate collective experience within a
neighborhood.” Their research found that areas with
more tree canopy also featured higher levels of social
capital.’” In a national survey of diverse, low-income
parents with young children, park satisfaction (a
measure of park quality), together with neighborhood
walkability and safety from crime, were strongly
linked with social capital.®® Greenspaces can also
create stronger social ties among older adults, a group
of people that is particularly vulnerable to isolation.®®

Parks are also “third places” outside the home and the
workplace where people gather for social activities.”
During the pandemic, park users reported higher

visitation to natural areas and urban forests as well as

greater appreciation of these spaces. The pandemic led
to new park users and in many places increased use of
parks and natural spaces, especially by women.”>7?

Greenspace and Increasing Public Safety
Emerging research suggests arelationship between
greenspace and crime prevention, including gun vio-
lence. Safety, and perceptions of safety, also influence
mental health.” Safety is being explored as an influ-
ence on park use, which is key to maximizing many

of the physical and mental health benefits discussed
previously.™

While this research is still nascent, six greenspace and
gun violence studies have found that as greenspace
increased or improved, gun violence decreased.” One
of these — alandmark, city-wide randomly controlled
trial of ‘cleaning and greening’ interventions in
Philadelphia — found the greening intervention was
associated with a 13.3% reduction in overall crime

in neighborhoods below the poverty line. The study
also found a 29.1% reduction in gun violence, a 21.9%
reduction in burglary, and a 30.3% reduction in nui-
sances in these same neighborhoods. Perceptions of
safety improved commensurately; people living near
greened lots reported a 36.8% reduction in perceptions
of crime and a 57.8% reduction in safety concerns about
going outside.” Studies in multiple cities have found
that more tree canopy is associated with lower crime
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rates — afinding replicated in Portland, Chicago, and
Baltimore.”” 87

Of course, public safety depends on much more than
just parks and greenspace. For example, the level of
neighborhood street activity, and circumstances in
surrounding neighborhoods, also play arole in both
crime and perceptions of crime.®® 8! But nearby nature
— by strengthening the neighborhood social fabric, by
directly reducing aggressive behavior, and/or through

other mechanisms — seems to reduce crime and aggres-

sion. Emerging evidence increasingly supports the role
of parks and greenspace in reducing urban crime.8?83

Greenspace as Changing Underlying
Urban Conditions for Health and Health
Equity

The significant health disparities experienced in the
U.S. are driven by a complex range of economic, social,
and environmental factors. Many of these disparities
have been driven by years of decision-making and
discrimination.®* For instance, one discriminatory
land use practice is redlining, which has resulted in
decades of health impacts for residents. A research
review focused on the health effects of redlining found
that gunshot injuries, asthma, and several chronic
illnesses were more common in neighborhoods that
have experienced redlining.®> Additionally, residents
of low-income neighborhoods are more prone to
chronic disease, increased mortality, and alower life
expectancy.®®

©» Greenspace policies can
offer an outsized public
health return-on-investment as people who

lack access to nature can benefit most from

improved park and greenspace access.

To address these health disparities, there is an increas-
ing call for interventions that focus on creating more
equitable societies and, as a key part of this, trans-
forming cities so that neighborhoods provide equitable
access to parks and greenspaces as key resources for
health and well-being. Greenspace policies can offer
an outsized public health return-on-investment as
people who lack access to nature can benefit most from
improved park and greenspace access. Known as the
“equigenic effect” — where access to nature benefits
lower economic status groups relatively more than
higher economic status groups — the phenomenon can
reduce health disparities between poor and affluent.®”
First demonstrated in a 2008 study of mortality in
England, the equigenic effect has since been confirmed
with respect to many health outcomes, from hyper-
tension to mental health to neonatal mortality, and for
both racial and socioeconomic disparities. 88-89.90.91.92
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he evidence of a beneficial relationship

between nature and health supports municipal

efforts to expand access to high-quality green-
spaces. Policies and practices that address disparities
in both park access and health outcomes begin with
collecting data that document these disparities. It is
important to document not only proximity to parks and
greenspace, but also disparities in access (e.g., through
transit routes) and in the parks themselves — their bud-
gets, amenities, conditions, and programming. These
data can inform actions to address disparities, such
as siting new parks and planting street trees in neigh-
borhoods that lack them, allocating budgets for park
repairs and maintenance, and programming according
to greatest need. Setting concrete targets, such as the
10-minute walk goal, and tracking progress toward
these targets, is critical.

The following case studies present practices and policy
approaches to drive equitable park access and invest-
ment. These case studies are a geographically diverse
sample that showcase how cities are using planning
and policy to increase greenspace equity.

These examples reveal a continuum of system change,
from making greenspace a policy priority, to finding
funding strategies, to using equity data to inform deci-
sion-making processes. The case studies of Portland,
Oregon and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania highlight how
these cities are making explicit policy commitments to
improving park access, and both cities have also com-
mitted to advancing access in underserved areas. The
examples in Minneapolis, Minnesota and Baltimore,
Maryland show how local leaders have embedded
equity principles into policy and spending. The exam-
ples below also highlight investments and, in some
cases, new funding that has been created or allocated to
support implementation of park equity goals and policy.

CASE STUDIES

The 10-Minute Walk®
Commitment

Trust for Public Land’s 10-Minute Walk®
Program works to support cities to
advance park equity work by identifying,
supporting, piloting, and sharing high-
impact policies and practices that will
accelerate the creation of quality parks and
close the park equity divide. The 10-Minute
Walk Commitment is a national call to
action by Trust for Public Land to ensure
that everyone in U.S. cities has access

to a quality park or greenspaces within

a 10-minute walk of home. As a mayor or
local leader, making the 10-Minute Walk®

Commitment demonstrates a city’s

dedication to expanding safe and equitable

access to parks and greenspaces, as a key
way of improving residents’ quality of life.
Since 2017, over 300 city leaders have made
the 10-Minute Walk Commitment, a pledge
and demonstration of their commitment to
improving access to high-quality, close-to-

home parks for all residents.
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I THE CITY OF PORTLAND, OREGON FORMALIZED 10-MINUTE WALK GOALS

The City of Portland made the 10-Minute Walk
Commitmentin 2017, and in Portland’s 2020 master
plan, the city set a goal to provide a park or natural area
within a half-mile of every household in Portland.®
This goal is made explicit in the city’s Healthy Parks,
Healthy Portland Framework, which was developed to
drive investment and service decisions in the city.

Currently, park access disparities are particularly vis-
ible in the eastern part of the city, where nearly 2in 5
households do not have access to a park or natural area
within a half-mile of home. Recognizing these inequi-
ties in the park system, the city developed the Healthy
Parks, Healthy Portland Framework plan that solicits
input from the community to inform strategy and

investments, and provide services, parks, and facili-
ties equitably to all residents. Building on information
gathered, Healthy Parks, Healthy Portland is piloting
the “Decision Support Tool” to enable data-supported
decisions using demographic service area measures
and aracial equity lens.**

This work is making a difference. Since 2017, Portland
hasincreased the percentage of residents that have
access to a park within a 10-minute walk of home from
85.7% t0 90.2 percent.®® In 2020, voters also approved
alevy to fund parks in the city, which is expected to
generate $48 million annually for five years.”®
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THE CITY OF PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA’S 10-MINUTE WALK COMMITMENT

The City of Pittsburgh has made explicit commit-
ments to parks. One of former Mayor William Peduto’s
priorities was to provide all residents with access to
equitable, economically thriving, safe, and healthy
communities, and increasing access to high-quality
parksis a strategy to move the needle toward this goal.
Through policy, funding, and community engagement
efforts to address park equity, Pittsburgh is making
access to high quality parks for all residents a reality.

In 2018, former Mayor Peduto signed on to TPL’s
10-Minute Walk commitment. Following this, the city
launched initiatives to include park access goals in
city documents, provide funding, and engage commu-
nity members in parks planning. For example, the city
embedded the goal of providing all residents parks
access within a 10-minute walk of home into OnePGH,
the city’s first comprehensive resiliency strategy.

The city also created the “OnePGH Fund” to provide

funding to support key initiatives. For example, with a
grant from TPL’s 10-Minute Walk Partnership Fund,
the OnePGH Fund supported the local Hazelwood
Greenway Stewardship Group’s efforts to bring green-
space access to the 5,000 residents who live in that area
and to establish a platform for investment in the city’s
greenways system to pilot stewardship activities, com-
munity engagement, and public-private partnerships.

Leveraging other public dollars, the Pittsburgh Parks
Conservancy has also pledged to raise matching funds,
and in partnership with the city, conduct a listening
tour to learn what residents, especially those living in
underserved neighborhoods, would want to improve
about their parks. The mayor and city’s prioritization of
parks helped enable a parks tax that voters approved in
2019.°" The tax is estimated to raise $10 million annu-
ally for parks.?®
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THE CITY OF MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA’S COMMITMENT TO EQUITY IN INVESTMENTS

Minneapolis’ park system provides close-to-home
greenspace access to almost all city residents, but park
quality varies widely by neighborhood. The inconsis-
tency of park quality is largely due to the inequitable
distribution of the city’s greenspace investments.

To address this, the Minneapolis Park and Recreation
Board (MPRB) developed equity-based criteria to
help guide the investment and prioritization of future
capital projects. These criteria are codified in a city
ordinance that directs the local capital improvement
program. The criteria evaluate a park’s “community
characteristics” (i.e., socioeconomic and demographic
data) and the park’s overall condition. Parks are
scored, ranked, and prioritized for capital projects
based on their performance against these criteria.

Over time, project selections shift to reflect priorities

determined by the equity-based criteria. For example,
in 2017, Peavey Park was ranked number 10 among
Minneapolis parks most in need of investment due

in partto high rates of racially concentrated poverty,
high density, high youth population, and high crime
statistics.

Using these equity-based criteria, the city has directed
more than $50 million to rehabilitation and capital
projects since 2017.%° By 2021, after the completion of
capital projects in Peavey Park, its ranking dropped

to 315t on the same list of parks in need of investment,
enabling investment in other high-priority park

spaces.?°

GREENSPACE IN AMERICAN CITIES | 12



THE CITY OF BALTIMORE, MARYLAND’S EQUITY-BASED CAPITAL IMPROVEMENTS

The City of Baltimore’s Recreation and Parks
Department (BCRP) has been working to develop and
implement a capital improvement program that targets
investment in areas with concentrations of people of
color and low-income households.

Baltimore, like many cities in the U.S,, has struggled
with along history of systemic inequities due to his-
torical redlining and inequitable investment practices
resulting in disinvestment on the city’s west and east
sides. Areas with higher rates of violence and vacancy,
and hotter temperatures, also lack walkable, quality
park spaces.’® As Baltimore works towards making
the city more equitable for all residents, the city has
established an Equity in Planning Committee to exam-
ine the Department of Planning’s role in contributing
to inequities and develop recommendations for how
to address them. One of the first recommendations

was to assess the equity of the Baltimore Capital
Improvement Program.

BCRP has incorporated and modified the Planning
Commission’s criteria for project prioritization, which
includes weighted values for projects that promote
equity. The Recreation and Parks Department pri-
oritizes capital projects using aranking system with
weighted values for projects that promote equity.?

In addition to Baltimore’s equity driven capital
investment model, Mayor Brandon Scott recently
announced a $120 million vision for the city’s Parks &
Recreation system with a $41 million allocation from
the American Rescue Plan Act dedicated to addressing
the systemic disinvestment in recreation centers. The
equity-based capital improvement planning model set
forth by BCRP will ensure that investments are made
in areas that have been historically under-resourced.
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Considerations for Adopting Strong Greenspace Policies

CITYHEALTH GREENSPACE POLICY CRITERIA

© Istherea policy or formalized planning goal (i.e, city-council adopted or ratified) to achieve

Bronze

OR*
Access

100% park access within a 10-minute walk for all residents by 2040?10%108

(D s there a policy or planning goal (i.e, city-council adopted or ratified) to increase tree canopy
coverage with a specific measurable goal and a specific time frame?

) Bronze criteria must be met
AND

Quality

AND

Equity

data-driven park need?

Greenspace has well-documented effects on health
andis a critical component of vibrant neighborhoods,
community well-being, and climate resilience. Cities
looking to adopt greenspace policies should consider
three key goals: improving access, increasing invest-
ment, and addressing equity.

Park Access Policies

":— Click HERE to see which cities

earned greenspace medals in

CityHealth's latest assessment.

Across the country, cities are using policy and planning
goals to promote urban tree canopy and park access

for residents. Access to a park within a 10-minute walk
has become a common measurement tool used by city
leaders and practitioners to focus their park planning.
Similarly, cities are recognizing tree canopy for its abil-
ity to promote health, vitality, and climate resilience.

The 10-minute walk is representative of “close-to-
home” access and translates to a half-mile route
between a key destination (such as someone’s

Bronze and Silver criteria must be met

©@ Isthe city’s public spending on parks and greenspace above the median U.S. per capita
spending adjusted for the local cost of living?

Does the city’s 10-minute walk policy or goal or the city’s tree canopy goal prioritize
underserved and disinvested neighborhoods based on racial and/or economic equity, and/or

residence) and a park. The 10-minute walk metric is
based on the average distance most people are willing
towalk to reach a destination and has become the stan-
dard to determine and ensure that people have nearby
access to greenspace.

Not only does proximity affect the use of a space, but
many of the benefits described in this report are maxi-
mized by ensuring a given space is located within ready
reach of communities. For example, while there are a
wide range of ways that people interact with nature —
from looking at pleasing views, to living near trees and
parks, to actively spending time in natural environ-
ments — close proximity to park spaces impacts readily
available exposure to nature and is shown to influence
their use.!®® In addition, distribution, siting, and prox-
imity of greenspaces impact environmental benefits,
such as heat reduction and absorption of stormwater.

Adopting a 10-minute walk goal and a tree canopy goal
is arealistic and feasible way for a city to ensure that
its planning work promotes access to greenspace for
its residents. Furthermore, the 10-minute walk metric
ensures that greenspace exists as cities and commu-
nities change — whether they densify or transform in
other ways — and helps prepare for a future of resilient,
healthy communities.
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Investment Policies

The 10-minute walk and tree canopy goals can help
to ensure equitable access to greenspace. But access
alone does not maximize benefits to communities.
Greenspace quality impacts the “performance” of the
space and what benefits the community experiences.
For instance, even when neighborhoods have green-
space close to home, underinvested greenspaces may
become underutilized or, if not maintained or acti-
vated, could be seen as community liabilities rather
than assets.

Studies have also shown parks to be a cost-effective
health promotion intervention and that they can result
in overall cost savings due both to the avoided eco-
nomic burden of physical inactivity and to improved
mental health.’°* Unfortunately, the trend of park
spending is not keeping up with demand or need and

is often not reflective of the economic value that parks
provide via health benefits.1%®

A city’s public spending on parks reflects local pri-
orities and is a key indicator of the city’s ability to
build quality spaces, design and provide for cul-
turally and community-specific needs, and ensure
well-maintained parks for city residents. Measuring a
government’s spending on parks and greenspace can
serve as a proxy for assessing the quality of a city’s
greenspace, with higher spending often correlating to
higher overall quality.

Equity Policies

Both health and greenspace disparities are, in part,

driven by a complex mix of economic, social, and envi-
ronmental factors. The policies and practices that have
created and upheld these disparities have in turn been
driven by discrimination and racism. Addressing these
disparities requires that equity be explicitly considered
in policy change.

Even when cities have access goals in place (e.g.,
10-minute walk and/or tree canopy) and are investing
in parks, equity must be prioritized. Greenspace poli-
cies should include equity goals that consider key local,
social, and economic factors.'°® When a city incorpo-
rates equity language into its goal, it demonstrates a
commitment to addressing the underlying factors that
haveled to lower-quality greenspace in under-invested

communities.

CityHealth Greenspace Policy Criteria
CityHealth’s policy criteria for greenspace are oriented
to these three factors: access, quality, and equity. These
criteria build on each other, such that the city must
meet the bronze criteria before advancing to silver, and
must achieve silver status before earning gold.

In CityHealth’s 2022 policy assessment, 20 cities
received gold, 13 silver, and 14 bronze medals for their
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greenspace policies. Cities that have received medals
span across all geographies, diverse populations, and
political affiliations. As cities continue to evolve and
local leaders prioritize health, equity, and quality of
life, greenspace is an essential strategy to prioritize
and act upon. Greenspace is one clear policy solution
that can help improve health and well-being within
cities across the country.

Conclusion

From improving mental and physical health, to
addressing climate change and social connectedness,
parks and greenspaces are effective interventions in
some of today’s most-pressing health challenges. The
growing body of research shows that they are essential
infrastructure, benefitting the physical and mental
health of residents and the resiliency of communities.
While the benefits of high-quality, close-to-home
parks and greenspaces are vital to community health,

resilience, and social cohesion, significant disparities

persist among those who have and those who lack
access to these important spaces.

City leaders are in the unique position of tackling

the challenge of this park equity divide from a policy
perspective, ensuring that the decisions made in their
cities increase park access, investment, and equity.
As city leaders continue to invest in key administra-
tive priorities, including the recovery and creation of
thriving cities, prioritizing access, investment, and
equity in greenspaces is key to protecting and promot-
ing economically sustainable, healthy, and resilient
communities.

CityHealth and TPL have charted out clear policy
recommendations for cities to help them optimize their
greenspace for health outcomes. City leaders across
America can use this explicit and achievable roadmap
forleveraging the tremendous benefits of greenspaces
to reduce health disparities for local communities and
protect the long-term viability of their cities.
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Cities with 100% or 99% access but no access policy
did meet the Bronze criteria.

While 2050 is a common timeframe among city goals
and park practice, we identified 2040 as our timeframe
due to the pressing need to improve community health
in the US.
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