
 

The benefits of our open and green spaces. 

Our City’s green spaces and biodiversity have long been diminished through insensitive 

development and other pressures of urbanisation. These threats continue and our open space 

network is now at even greater risk through imposed austerity. 

A healthy green and blue infrastructure requires political will, investment and professional 

management. These are difficult to sustain when facing more apparently pressing demands 

from social care and other statutory services. This situation and the consequent increasing 

need to attract inward investment and development mean that, as the recent cross-party 

committee of M.P.s concluded, the benefits of green spaces to all of us are at the point of 

being lost. 

Nationally Local Government Parks have seen 92% of their budgets cut in recent years. 

Through strong political direction and innovative management the City of Nottingham has not 

so far suffered to the same degree as other Authorities. The situation does however remain 

critical, Nottingham’s Parks and Open Spaces will receive no direct Council funding by 2020. 

 

We should value, and take responsibility for the wellbeing of our greenspaces and biodiversity 

for their own sake. Attempting to quantify the song of a thrush in monetary terms 

demonstrates the worst aspects of human nature. However in our neo-liberal age more 

pragmatic arguments are required, there are many. 

A study for Edinburgh City Council concluded that £1 invested in parks delivers £12 of social, 

environmental and economic benefits. A similar investigation on behalf of Sheffield City 

Council suggested that the benefits were even higher at £34. 

 

The benefits gained have been presented in “three general functions of greenspace” (1): 

 Reducing harm (e.g. exposure to air pollution, noise & heat) 

 Restoring capacities (e.g. attention restoration & physiological stress recovery) 

 Building capacities (e.g. encouraging physical activity & facilitating social cohesion) 

Reducing harm:  

It is estimated that the 2003 heatwave increased mortality in London by 42% (2).  Urban 

green spaces, particularly trees, ameliorate this effect through evapotranspiration and by 

providing shade. The cooling effect extends beyond the green space itself. 

Urban green spaces, particularly those more “naturally” managed, take in more carbon than 

they emit thus contributing to a reduction of atmospheric carbon (3).  

The presence of urban vegetation leads to an overall reduction in air pollution (4). Studies 

have demonstrated, for example, that schools surrounded by green space experience lower 

traffic pollution in the classroom (5). 

Urban areas are especially liable to excessive surface run-off leading to localised flooding and 

increased contamination of water courses. This will be reduced by including green space in 

new developments and by integrating green spaces within the existing urban structure (6).  

 

 

 



 

Restoring capacities: 

It has been established that depressive disorders are now the main cause of disability in 

developed countries (7). It is however also widely accepted that the need to treat for mental 

health conditions can be significantly reduced by enabling access to green spaces (8). Use of 

green spaces has beneficial chemical impacts on the brain (9) and also increases the ability to 

maintain attention (10). 

Importantly it has also been demonstrated that usage of green space is not affected by 

localised socio-economic factors (11). The provision of accessible green space is therefore very 

likely to contribute to the reduction of socio-economic inequalities in health (12).  

 

Building capacities: 

Two thirds of the UK population do not reach recommended levels of physical activity (13) and 

across Europe the lack of physical activity contributes to 1 in 15 deaths (14). Accessible green 

space is crucial to addressing this issue. Physical activity is encouraged by the presence of a 

pleasant environment and more organised physical activity requires sport and playing fields 

and neighbourhood parks (15).  

Well managed and maintained urban green spaces have been shown to promote increased 

social activity and strengthen neighbourhood cohesion (16). Studies have also highlighted the 

particular importance of this to older neighbourhood residents (17). It is also clear that 

neglected and poorly managed open space has correspondingly negative effects on social 

cohesion and anti-social behaviour. 

 

 

 

 

 

Biodiversity and urban greenspace: 

“A decline in wildlife is threatening core functions of the ecosystem that are vital for human 

wellbeing, researchers behind an unprecedented study of biodiversity in the UK have warned. 

Further declines in biodiversity driven by intensive farming and urbanisation could lead to 

catastrophic and irreversible impacts on human wellbeing”. (18). 

Urban areas can and should make a significant contribution to the conservation of nature. All 

our green spaces, from roundabouts and roadside verges to woodlands and parks have the 

potential to support a healthy level of biodiversity. Creating wildlife corridors prevents the 

fragmentation, isolation and loss of wildlife.  

The phrase nature deficit disorder has been used to describe a widespread alienation from 
nature leading to concerns about the effect on our mental wellbeing. Many of our citizens 

have no contact with nature outside our own open space network and “such contact has 
measurable physical and psychological benefits which increase with species richness. 
Successful management of urban greenspaces should emphasis biological complexity to 

enhance human wellbeing in addition to biodiversity conservation.” (19). 
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