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The need for parks and close-to-

home recreation has never been 

greater, while the physical, mental, 

and environmental benefits of parks 

have never been clearer. Today, 

more than 80 percent of Ameri-

cans live in urban areas.1 Extensive 

research shows parks play a crit-

ical role in making cities healthier 

places. They provide opportunities 

for outdoor activity, alleviate mental 

stress, and provide numerous envi-

ronmental benefits. Parks have also 

proven to be a smart investment as 

a tool in reducing medical expenses 

and saving cities money.

Three out of four U.S. adults fail to 

meet the CDC’s recommended guid-

ance for physical activity,2 almost 

half of all Americans are overweight 

or obese,3 and half suffer from heart 

disease.4 Safe, close-to-home parks 

increase the amount of physical 

activity people engage in, which sig-

nificantly reduces rates of obesity, 

Type 2 diabetes, and heart disease.

Approximately one in four adults 

in the U.S. suffers from anxiety, 

depression, or other mental health 

disorders.5 Research shows that 

time in parks can decrease levels of 

stress and anxiety by 50 percent6 

and reduces attention deficits in 

children comparable to the effects 

of medication.7 

INTRODUCTION

In addition to improving physi-

cal and mental health, parks and 

greenspaces are also critical to the 

environmental health of cities and 

are important tools for mitigating 

the effects of climate change. Parks 

and green spaces absorb carbon 

and clean the air, soak up and slow 

stormwater, limiting the severity of 

flooding, and reduce heat, which 

has become the number one  

weather-related killer. 

Despite these facts, the U.S.  
spends only $117 per resident on 
city parks,8 while spending $11,582 
per person on health care per year.9 

Today, more than 100 million people 

in the U.S., including 28 million 

children, do not have a quality park 

or green space within a half mile 

from their home.10 Low-income 

communities of color have his-

torically received even lower park 

investments than whiter, wealthier 

communities. This has contributed 

to health disparities in communi-

ties of color, where rates of obe-

sity, heart disease, anxiety, and 

depression are significantly higher. 

Inequitable park investments have 

also contributed to people of color 

suffering greater impacts from 

climate change, including higher 

temperatures and more frequent 

and destructive flooding. 

LAND AND WATER 
CONSERVATION FUND
Cities across the country are work-

ing to increase park investments 

and address park disparities. The 
federal Land and Water Conser-
vation Fund’s (LWCF) urban park 
grant program, the Outdoor Recre-
ation Legacy Partnership (ORLP), 
is a critical tool in their funding 
toolbox, providing much needed 
match dollars for their priority 
park projects.

In 1964, Congress established the 

LWCF as a bipartisan commitment 

to use a portion of fees paid by 

companies drilling for offshore 

oil to safeguard natural areas and 

provide recreation opportunities to 

all Americans. The Outdoor Recre-

ation Legacy Partnership, a program 

under the LWCF, provides grants 

to cities for park projects in under-

served communities. As an annual 

appropriation, funding levels for this 

program vary each year depending 

on the interests of Congress.  

Funds from the ORLP play an 
important role in supporting 
strong, healthy communities 
across America. It is critical that 
Congress provides robust funding 
to the ORLP.



PHYSICAL HEALTH  
BENEFITS OF PARKS

New research shows that increasing park acreage in areas that face park deficits could increase life  
expectancy.11 Residents with safe, accessible parks are more likely to exercise regularly, and as a result have 

increased rates of overall health,12 including lower rates of obesity, Type 2 diabetes,13 and heart disease.14

CHILDREN’S HEALTH
In order to be healthy, children and 

youth need to be physically active 

at least one hour per day; unfor-

tunately, three out of four children 

in the U.S. are not achieving this 

minimum amount of activity, with 

inactivity highest among adolescent 

girls.15 As a result, more than 20 

percent of school-age children are 

obese. Hispanic and Black children, 

who are less likely to have access to 

safe parks, have even higher rates of 

obesity.16 Children who spend more 

time outdoors are more likely to be 

physically active, particularly if they 

have access to close-to-home parks.

SENIOR HEALTH
Physical activity can have immediate 

benefits for seniors in preventing 

chronic and costly diseases. Four 

out of the five most costly chronic 

conditions can be prevented or 

managed with physical activity,17 yet 

only 16 percent of adults 65 and over 

meet recommended levels of phys-

ical activity.18 Seniors, age 60 and 

above, comprise 18 percent of the 

population but only four percent of 

neighborhood park users.19 Access to 

neighborhood parks can significantly 

increase seniors’ activity levels when 

programmed and designed appro-

priately. Parks with walking trails, 

for example, attract twice as many 

seniors as parks without.20 

BLACK AND HISPANIC 
HEALTH
People of color often struggle with 

higher rates of chronic health condi-

tions than the rest of the population. 

Black, Hispanic, and other communi-

ties of color have fewer parks, and the 

parks they do have are half the size 

and five times more crowded than 

parks in whiter, wealthier neighbor-

hoods.21 As a result, people of color 

are less likely to participate in leisure 

time physical activity and more likely 

to suffer from obesity, diabetes,22 and 

other chronic diseases.23 Investing in 

quality parks and recreation oppor-

tunities in communities of color is an 

important step in addressing on- 

going health disparities.



The Outdoor Recreation Legacy Partnership has resulted in the creation and restoration of parks in 

underserved communities, which tend to be low-income communities of color, where safe access to parks 

and recreation is critically needed to improve residents’ health and reduce their risks of chronic disease.

THE HIGH COSTS OF CHRONIC DISEASES EACH YEAR IN THE U.S.

Obesity
$260 billion24

Diabetes
$237 billion25

Heart Disease
$216 billion26

OBESITY
Obesity is one of the biggest health 

challenges facing America. Between 

2000 and 2018, obesity rates among 

Americans increased from 30 to 42 

percent and rates of severe obesity 

almost doubled, with Black, Hispan-

ic,27 and Indigenous28 communities 

suffering from higher rates than their 

white counterparts. Obesity is linked 

to many other chronic health condi-

tions, such as heart disease, stroke, 

Type 2 diabetes, and certain types 

of cancer.29 Having parks and trails 

close to home where residents can 

enjoy physical activity in a safe and 

accessible environment has been 

shown to increase physical activity 

and decrease the prevalence of  

obesity in communities.30

DIABETES
More than 34 million adults in the 

U.S. suffer from diabetes, 90 per-

cent of whom have Type 2 diabetes, 

which is caused by poor diet and 

lack of physical activity. Of those 

with diabetes, 89 percent were 

obese or overweight and only 24 

percent met recommended levels 

of physical activity. The American 

Diabetes Association recommends 

regular physical activity as a key part 

of managing diabetes.31 A 12-year 

study by the University of Michigan 

found a 21 percent reduced risk of 

Type 2 diabetes in neighborhoods 

with greater opportunities for physi-

cal activity, such as parks and trails.32

HEART DISEASE
Heart disease is the leading cause 

of death for both men and women 

in the U.S. In 2020, twice as many 

people died of heart disease as from 

COVID-19,33 and underlying heart 

disease significantly increased the 

chance of severe illness or death 

from COVID-19. Research has shown 

that physical activity can lower the 

risk of developing heart disease and 

that adults who meet the minimum 

requirements for physical activity 

are 40 percent less likely to die from 

heart disease.34

ANNUAL U.S. SPENDING

$11,582
HEALTHCARE PER 
PERSON (2019)35

$117
CITY PARKS PER CITY 
RESIDENT (2020)36



Cities are using the Outdoor Recreation Legacy Partnership to create 

close-to-home parks and revitalize run-down parks in historically park-

poor neighborhoods where residents are most vulnerable to stresses.

There have been few times in his-

tory when Americans have sought 

out parks and natural areas for 

their mental health more than in 

recent years. Currently four out of 

10 Americans suffer from anxiety 

or depression.37 With the stress and 

upheaval of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and the associated economic and 

political turmoil, parks and trails 

have served as places of respite and 

relief for many Americans suffering 

from anxiety, depression, and other 

mental health issues. 

While park use has soared across 

the country, the inequity of park 

access has come into sharp focus. 

For many of our most vulnerable 

communities, the lack of close-to-

home parks and natural areas has 

left them without access to the 

mental health benefits of parks 

MENTAL HEALTH  
BENEFITS OF PARKS

during a time when rates of anxiety 

and depression have quadrupled.38 

ANXIETY AND 
DEPRESSION
Residents within a short walking 

distance of a safe park are signifi-

cantly less likely to suffer from stress, 

anxiety, or depression than residents 

further from a park.39 People who 

live in neighborhoods with little to no 

green space had a 44 percent higher 

rate of physician-diagnosed anxiety 

disorders than people who lived 

in the greenest neighborhoods.40 

Simply having views of a park or 

greenspace has been shown to 

improve mental health, while visiting 

and being active in a park provide 

even greater mental health benefits.41 

People who visited green spaces a 

few times a week were 50 percent 

less likely to experience stress.42

ATTENTION DEFICIT 
DISORDERS
Close-to-home parks have the 

greatest benefit for children, 

who rely on greenspaces in their 

neighborhoods and schools. One 

of the most profound benefits of 

parks for children’s mental health 

is the impact on attention deficit 

disorders. Children with attention 

deficits (ADHD) have been found 

to concentrate better after a walk 

in a park. Just 20 minutes in a park 

setting was sufficient to improve 

children’s concentration to a level 

comparable to those without ADHD. 

The effects of a walk in the park 

were even similar to the effects 

of common ADHD medication.43 

“Doses of nature” might serve as a 

safe, inexpensive, widely accessible 

tool in the tool kit for managing 

attention deficit disorders.



“Parks are foundational to building 

healthy, thriving communities, 

both physically and mentally. We 

continually see Fort Worth families 

turn to their local parks and trails 

as spaces to find solace and joy in 

their day-to-day lives. Fort Worth 

is committed to growing our 

network of accessible, high-quality 

parks, trails, and open spaces, and 

LWCF is an essential tool we utilize 

in meeting that goal.”

— Fort Worth Mayor Mattie Parker



The impacts of climate change have 

created one of the greatest threats 

to human health.44 Climate change 

is driven by an increase in emissions 

and air pollutants, such as black 

carbon (soot), and a decrease in the 

trees and plants that naturally clean 

the air by removing pollutants and 

storing them in the soil. 

Low-income communities, which 

have fewer trees and parks and more 

paved surfaces, are often hit hardest 

by the impacts of climate change, 

such as flooding, extreme heat and 

reduced air quality.45 Parks, trees, 

and green infrastructure play an 

important role in building commu-

nity resilience to climate change by 

cooling and cleaning the air, absorb-

ing rainfall, and preventing flooding. 

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 
BENEFITS OF PARKS

COOLING COMMUNITIES
Extreme heat is now recognized 

as the greatest climate threat to 

human health, as it is the num-

ber one weather-related killer in 

the U.S.46 and deadlier than all 

other weather-related causes 

combined.47 Studies show that 

low-income communities of color, 

in particular, experience higher 

temperatures, and higher rates of 

premature deaths from extreme 

heat,48, 49 as a result of having fewer 

trees and parks, and more impervi-

ous surfaces than whiter, wealthier 

neighborhoods.50, 51 

Parks and trees are essential to cool-

ing communities and will be increas-

ingly critical to saving lives as global 

temperatures rise. Trees reduce heat 

3 to 10 degrees, depending on their 

size and location,52 and large, shady 

parks reduce heat 10 to 20 degrees. 

Neighborhoods within half a mile 

to a large park are 6 degrees cooler 

than neighborhoods without  

nearby parks.53 

CLEANING THE AIR
Urban areas suffer from higher 

levels of air pollution because of the 

concentration of motor vehicles, 

power plants and other sources of 

pollution, and fewer trees and plants 

to clean and cool the air. Higher 

urban temperatures increase ozone 

levels and concentrate pollutants, 

creating smog.54

Smog exacerbates asthma and55 

respiratory diseases, and increases 

“Greenery and trees bring down the overall temperature of an area, and at 

night they serve to cool the neighborhood rather than trap the heat, offering 

some reprieve, particularly for those who don’t have air-conditioning.”55

— Surili Patel, director of the American Public Health Association’s Center for Climate, Health and Equity



Mobile, Alabama
Three Mile Creek Greenway 

Initiated by a 2015 grant from the Outdoor Recreation 

Legacy Partnership, the City of Mobile, AL is transforming 

Three Mile Creek—once the city’s drinking water source 

but more recently a degraded urban stormwater 

conveyance—into part of a larger 18+-mile greenway 

system that will reconnect diverse neighborhoods and 

provide much-needed outdoor recreation options for 

its 195,000 citizens. The city and its partners, the Mobile 

Bay National Estuary Program and Mobile Area Water 

& Sewer System, are cleaning the waterway, restoring 

natural stream channels, and planting trees to manage 

stormwater and improve biodiversity while preventing 

flooding. By connecting neighborhoods to parks and 

commercial districts and providing a fitness circuit and 

parcourse, the greenway will increase physical activity for 

the 70,000 Mobilians who live within a mile of the Three 

Mile Creek Greenway Trails, 40 percent of whom don’t 

meet recommended levels of physical activity. 

mortality, particularly during hotter 

months. Youth and young adults, 

as well as people who are obese 

or overweight, are at greatest risk 

of respiratory disease from ozone 

exposure.56 Children who grow up in 

crowded urban neighborhoods have 

higher rates of asthma and are more 

likely to die from it.57

Tree cover, including street trees 

and parks, can significantly reduce 

asthma rates. Within New York City, 

children in leafy neighborhoods 

are three times less likely to have 

asthma than children who live in 

neighborhoods with few trees.58

PREVENTING FLOODING 
AND CLEANING 
WATERWAYS 
As the planet warms, seas rise, and 

extreme weather events become 

more frequent, stormwater run-

off and flooding have increased 

significantly in some regions of the 

country. Flooding threatens human 

lives and health by washing sew-

age, chemicals, and other contam-

inants into waterways and drinking 

water sources.59 

In urban and suburban areas, the 

loss of greenspaces to the devel-

opment of roads, parking lots, and 

other impervious surfaces, causes 

stormwater runoff and flooding 

by funneling water into inundated 

waterways and stormwater systems. 

Low-income households and com-

munities of color are at even greater 

risk of flooding because they are 

more often located in floodplains, 

have fewer trees, and parks, more 

impervious surfaces, and antiquated 

infrastructure. 60 

Parks, trees and green infrastructure, 

such as swales and bioretention 

areas, slow the flow of water and 

allow it to be absorbed into the soil 

and taken up by plant roots, cleaning 

the water as it infiltrates and signifi-

cantly reducing the risk of flooding.61 



ORLP’S CONTRIBUTION 
TO AMERICAN CITIES

Mayor Joseph Peter Ganim of Bridgeport, Connecticut
“Parks in the City of Bridgeport provide a major haven for healthy, outdoor fun. With a 
$375,000 ORLP grant, the City of Bridgeport leveraged private partners to transform 
Johnson Oak Park and the grounds of the Jettie S. Tisdale School in the East End, a 
predominantly minority and low-income neighborhood of the city. The park now includes 
playing fields, a playground, a spray pad, and a fitness exercise area. We are thankful for 
the ORLP program for helping us improve our residents’ quality of life.” 

Mayor Michael B. Hancock of Denver, Colorado
“Denver’s ever-expanding acres of parks, trails, and natural spaces demonstrate our 
commitment to equity, health, and well-being. Never before was that more evident than 
during the pandemic, as record numbers of grateful residents delighted in these outdoor 
spaces during uncertain and challenging times. Investments by the LWCF’s ORLP 
program helps us expand access to Denver’s parks, especially for those in our most 
vulnerable neighborhoods.” 

Mayor Satya Rhodes-Conway of Madison, Wisconsin
“Federal support such as the LWCF grant is essential to improving Madison’s 6,000-acre 
park system and serving the full diversity of Madison residents. The Skatepark at McPike 
(formerly Central) Park is a great example. The LWCF’s ORLP program helped us create 
a skating experience that is safe, free, and appropriate for all skill levels. It’s wonderful to 
see the diversity of folks who use the park and the community they create there. McPike 
Park transformed  a former industrial site into a vibrant regional attraction, and the 
skatepark has been critical to that revitalization.” 



ANCHORAGE, AK
The Municipality of Anchorage, 

Anchorage Park Foundation, and 

residents of the Muldoon neighbor-

hood have worked together to turn 

what was once an abandoned lot 

into a lively, community space — 

Chanshtnu Muldoon Park. 

An initial $750,000 grant from the 

Outdoor Recreation Legacy Part-

nership enabled the partners to 

raise an additional $1.2 million from 

municipal bonds and private funds. 

The first phase of the park includes 

an ice-skating loop, inclusive play-

ground, restored natural areas, and 

trails built by the Youth Employment 

in Parks program, where teens gain 

job skills while learning about envi-

ronmental stewardship.62 

Phase two includes a bike park 

and dog park, as well as a large 

community garden with 45 garden 

plots and a food forest with more 

than 100 Alaskan fruit trees and 

thousands of berry bushes and 

edible plants that will produce up 

to 10,000 lbs of food. The commu-

nity gardens and food forest create 

an opportunity for community 

members to enjoy low-cost, locally 

grown, healthy food, as well as  

learn about gardening, agriculture, 

and forestry.63

DENVER, CO
The City and County of Denver, 

along with its partners, created 

Montbello Open Space Park in one 

of the most densely populated and 

diverse neighborhoods in Denver, 

with more than 36,000 residents 

underserved by parks.64 Funding 

included a $250,000 grant from 

the Outdoor Recreation Legacy 

Partnership.

The partners have transformed 

5.5 acres from a vacant lot into a 

restored short-grass prairie ecosys-

tem with native plants and green 

infrastructure to manage stormwa-

ter. The new park includes sports 

fields and courts, walking trails, and 

a new playground with interactive 

nature play spaces.65

The park also houses Environmen-

tal Learning for Kids’ (ELK) nature 

education center with outdoor 

classrooms, science stations, and 

interpretive signs. ELK provides 

recreation and programs for youth 

who may otherwise not have the 

opportunity to engage in science 

and science-related careers. Pro-

grams include “Chicas que Escalan,” 

to teach girls the sport of climbing, 

and classes in natural resource stew-

ardship to increase the number of 

youth choosing careers in science, 

the environment, and recreation.66

PORTLAND, OR
Cully Park stands on 25 acres that 

was once a landfill. Located in a 

diverse, park-deficient neighbor-

hood, the park has helped to build 

the environmental, economic, and 

physical health of the community. 

Portland Parks and Recreation man-

ages Cully Park, the product of a 

unique and strong partnership with 

the Let Us Build Cully Park coalition, 

led by the nonprofit Verde. The part-

ners raised more than $13 million to 

build the park, $500,000 of which 

came from the Outdoor Recreation 

Legacy Partnership. Residents were 

not only involved in planning the 

park, but local tradespeople and 

workers were hired to build the 

park, ensuring economic benefits 

went directly to the community.

Cully Park features a community gar-

den where residents can grow their 

own produce, sports fields, a large 

playground with water play facilities, 

restored habitat, and a Native Gath-

ering Garden, designed in partner-

ship with the local Native American 

community. Cully Park is a catalyst 

for neighborhood improvement.67

© Scott Dressel-Martin
Mundus Bishop, Landscape Architect



CONCLUSION: ORLP IS A 
SMART INVESTMENT

LWCF’s Outdoor 

Recreation Legacy 

Partnership provides 

critical funding to cities 

to create new or restore 

existing parks, trails, 

and recreation areas for 

communities in need.

Parks and green spaces are essential 

to the physical, mental, and environ-

mental health of communities. Safe, 

accessible parks offer opportunities 

for residents to be physically active 

and experience the restorative 

power of nature. Increased physical 

activity can help prevent and man-

age serious health conditions, and 

access to nature reduces stress and 

improves mental health. Trees and 

plants clean and cool the air, absorb 

stormwater, and prevent flooding, 

mitigating climate change and 

improving community resilience.

Unfortunately, more than 100 mil-

lion Americans, particularly low- 

income people of color, lack access 

to safe parks or natural areas and, 

as a result, suffer from higher rates 

of obesity, diabetes, heart disease, 

and mental health disorders. The 

lack of green spaces also makes 

their communities more vulnerable 

to the impacts of climate change. 

The Land and Water Conservation 

Fund’s Outdoor Recreation Legacy 

Partnership grant program is a smart 

investment for America’s health.

LWCF’S OUTDOOR RECREATION 

LEGACY PARTNERSHIP OFFERS 

CRITICAL FUNDING THAT CITIES CAN 

LEVERAGE TO ATTRACT THE PUBLIC AND 

PRIVATE PARK INVESTMENTS NEEDED 

TO SUPPORT STRONG, HEALTHY 

COMMUNITIES ACROSS AMERICA. 
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Safe, close-to-home parks increase 
the amount of physical activity 
people engage in, which significantly 
reduces rates of obesity, Type 2 
diabetes, and heart disease.
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