
Access to Green Spaces
Green-space exposure can improve mental and physical health

(Photo by Nerea Martí Sesarino on Unsplash)

The Impact
Increasing access to green spaces and parks is linked to a range of positive outcomes for both

individuals and communities. Research suggests that such access can lead to higher levels of physical
activity among both children and adults, contributing to lower obesity rates and improved physical
health, including reduced risk for chronic diseases like diabetes and cardiovascular issues. Mental
health benefits are also significant, with exposure to green spaces reducing symptoms of stress and
depression, improving mood, and enhancing overall well-being. Additionally, green spaces can lead to
environmental benefits, such as reduced urban heat island effects and stormwater runoff, while also
fostering social benefits like increased community engagement.

Description
Green spaces are classified as publicly owned land that ​isn’t paved over, including parks,

community gardens and playgrounds. Historically, green spaces have been prioritized in affluent
neighborhoods rather than low-income neighborhoods.

A variety of techniques are used to measure the accessibility of green spaces. The Park Access
Tool from the State of California identifies neighborhoods that do not have a park within a half mile
(considered walking distance). Its ParkScore index reveals park access levels by determining the
percentage of residents in each city who live within a 10-minute walk of a park. The 10-minute walk
metric, equivalent to approximately a half-mile for an able-bodied person, is the average distance most
people are willing to walk to reach a destination
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Where It's Been Implemented 
In California, communities have prioritized the addition of new green spaces by:
Creating new parks from undeveloped or abandoned sites, acquiring new open space

and enhancing existing parks. For example, in Redwood City, a three-park plan will expand the city’s
green space and connect downtown to the waterfront. The Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District
recently acquired Cloverdale Ranch south of Pescadero, Calif., and plans to manage the property as its
27th open space preserve. It is exploring future recreational trail connections, local community interests
and guided public access opportunities.

Renovating old parks. In Menlo Park, the San Mateo County Parks Department is actively
managing the renovation of Flood Park after a 2015 assessment of the park revealed that many
features and infrastructure required repair or replacement. Upgrading the park will inspire more people
to use it.

Increasing access by disadvantaged populations. San Mateo County provides free annual
county park passes to individuals in the county who receive benefits from state public assistance
programs. The county’s libraries offer passes that allow free entry to county parks.

Encouraging new developments to include outdoor recreational space. For example, in
Burlingame a new affordable housing development near the busy downtown area includes a small park
called a “pocket park.” In Los Angeles, the Clean California Initiative helped transform a dumping site
into a pocket park in southeast L.A.The Trust for Public Land provides a pocket park tool kit for
organizations or local governments interested in starting one.

Key Drivers
Studies show that green spaces positively benefit children’s behavioral and emotional

difficulties, as well as their social well-being. Spending time in nature has been shown to improve
children’s academic performance, focus, behavior and love of learning. Green spaces also provide
substantial benefits to the economy by improving human health, increasing property values and
property tax revenues. In the right areas, access to green space can be an engine of economic growth
supporting job creation.

Urban green spaces also provide key environmental benefits and help create more sustainable
communities. They are associated with lower temperatures, cleaner water, reduced flooding, improved
air quality, decreased urban island heat effects and enhanced biodiversity, and they help address
climate change. In addition, increased green space and parks have the potential to decrease disparities
in physical and mental health outcomes between individuals with low and high socioeconomic status.

Key Factors for Success
Community support and funding are important factors when it comes to installing green spaces

in priority areas. In Los Angeles, local professors and students were included in the planning and
design process which allowed a pocket park in Southeast L.A. to better serve the needs of the
community. Funding is important because it can keep the project on track to completion.

California Assembly Bill 31, also known as the Statewide Park Development and Community
Revitalization Act, was established in 2008 to support funding for parks in underserved communities.

The Trust for Public Land and JPB Foundation established the Park Equity Accelerator program
to facilitate the closing of the park equity gap. This initiative offers comprehensive support to
participating cities, including technical assistance, financial resources, and policy planning to address
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cities' needs in health, resilience, environmental protection, economic development, and community
building through parks.

Key Obstacles
Obstacles to the creation of more green space include high land values, a shortage of open

space and strained city budgets, but some cities are finding creative ways to increase access that
include using abandoned and underutilized land and ensuring that open space is prioritized in all new
development. In cities with tight budgets, public support may convince leaders of the need to create
more green spaces when shaping their general plans for the future land use. Advocates may seek
grants or initiate fundraising campaigns for more parks, community gardens and playgrounds.
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