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Summary

There is strong scientific evidence that natural green space plays a vital role in
supporting human health and wellbeing while delivering many economic benefits.
However, not everyone has access to nature-rich spaces and the UK’s most
deprived communities tend to have less green space. The evidence presented here
shows the importance of providing more accessible nature-rich green spaces that
benefit everyone, as a core part of levelling-up and regeneration.

The Levelling-up and Regeneration Bill currently neglects the important role of
natural green space for boosting local economies, improving human health and
wellbeing, tackling social inequalities, contributing to community cohesion and
pride of place, and providing climate resilience. It also threatens to weaken nature
protection and thus undermines government targets for Net Zero and Nature
Recovery.

There are opportunities to redress this omission and strengthen the Bill so that it
delivers lasting benefits for communities and the economy, and contributes to
delivering the wider government agenda on climate and nature.

Firs Farm Wetlands, Enfield,
were restored by de-culverting

a hidden river. They now
protect 100 houses from
flooding, filter out pollution
from surface water runoff, and
provide beautiful natural
spaces for local people.
Photo: SUSDRAIN




Summary of recommendations to
strengthen the Levelling-up and
Regeneration Bill

The Bill needs to explicitly recognise the role of nature in supporting human health,
climate resilience and the economy.

Net Zero and Nature Recovery clauses should be added to ensure that new
developments are consistent with the government’s goals.

A health, wellbeing and community cohesion clause should be added, with a new
duty on local authorities to address existing inequalities in access to green space.

The new Environmental Outcome Reports must be strengthened so that they are
stronger than, not weaker than, the current level of protection for habitats and
wildlife.

The proposed National Development Management policies need to set a strong and
consistent national approach for protecting existing natural assets (habitats, species,
water and air quality), a minimum standard for access to natural green spaces, and
criteria for building in new high quality climate-resilient green and blue infrastructure to
new development. This could be based on the new Green Infrastructure Standards being
developed as part of the government commitments in the 25 Year Environment Plan.

The Infrastructure Levy and developer contributions proposals should state that
these should contribute to nature recovery and net zero alongside wider social
objectives.
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Introduction

The Levelling-up and Regeneration Bill sets an ambitious new framework for planning and

development, but it fails to recognise the strong links between nature recovery, levelling-
up, and other government goals (Box 1). A joined-up approach is needed, embedding
nature recovery into the levelling-up and regeneration agenda in order to deliver multiple
benefits for people, nature and the economy, while making sure that these benefits are
equitably distributed. This policy brief compiles evidence from the academic literature to
demonstrate the vital role that nature can play in securing health, wellbeing and socio-
economic benefits for the deprived communities targeted by the levelling-up programme.
It also identifies opportunities for embedding nature into the Bill.

Box 1: Problems with the current Levelling-up and Regeneration Bill

It neglects the value of nature for improving and sustaining human physical and mental
health and community cohesion, boosting local economies, delivering climate resilience
and addressing socio-economic inequalities.

It weakens environmental protection, replacing the comprehensive system of
Environmental Impact Assessments and Strategic Environmental Assessments with
undefined ‘environmental outcome reports’ to be specified by the Secretary of State.
There is no guarantee that these will maintain the same level of protection as the current
system, or provide the stronger protection needed to halt the ongoing loss of nature-rich
green spaces to development.

It undermines the Government’s Net Zero and Nature Recovery policies by failing to protect
and restore nature. This risks the loss of wildlife habitats and the release of large amounts
of carbon stored in soils and vegetation.



https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3155

Evidence of the health and
economic benefits of nature-
rich green space

Well-designed and equitably delivered nature-rich green spaces improve health and
wellbeing while delivering economic benefits. This can occur through multiple pathways

(Figure 1).

Natural assets ——) Functions meee———)  Benefits ——) Values

Improved physical and Avoided healthcare costs

mental health and
wellbeing

Attractive natural green space
enables recreation, social
interaction and access to nature
Increased productivity, less
time off work

Trees and green spaces cool and

shade urban areas . o
Attracting and retaining more

employees and investors
Urban trees and parks Attractive places to
Hedgerows / work and invest

Green roofs and walls Vegetation absorbs and filters air
and water pollution

Sustainable drainage
systems Re_d_uced Ellg
Woodlands, wetlands, conditioning costs

heaths, grasslands

Lakes, rivers, seas N Healthy ecosystems absorb and ’/ INoidednaten
Wildlife slow the flow of floodwater TRETET GeEE

Pollinators

\ Reduced flood

Soils and vegetation store carbon damage to houses and Reduced costs of damage to
and reduce climate change infrastructure property

Avoided costs of flood

protection infrastructure

. : J New business
Restoring and managing | opportunities (e.g.
eCOS,[?';ﬁ?;gggiﬁ:Aggss and tourism, hospitality) Higher tax revenues, reduced
costs of crime and
unemployment

Figure 1: How natural green space improves health, communities and the economy



Health and wellbeing outcomes of natural
green space

There is now substantial evidence that nature-rich and accessible green spaces deliver
significant benefits for human health and wellbeing. This occurs through several
pathways:

1. Recreation: Green spaces provide 4. Microbiome regulation: There is

pleasant places for recreation and evidence that the human immune

encourage physical activity, leading
to physical and mental health
benefits.

Interaction with nature: Being in
green spaces and interacting with
nature can reduce stress and improve
mood, also leading to physical and
mental health benefits.

Social interaction and cohesive
communities. Green spaces can
encourage integration and
community cohesion, with benefits
for mental health and wellbeing,
combatting loneliness and isolation,
reduced crime, encouraging pro-
environmental behaviours, and
fostering pride of place.

system can benefit from (or requires)
exposure to the natural microbiota
found in soils, vegetation and air.

Air quality. Trees and other
vegetation absorb air pollution,
reducing the incidence of asthma,
cardiovascular disease and lung
cancer.

Cooling and shading. Green spaces,
especially trees, can help to cool the
air and provide shade, reducing heat
stress during hot weather.

Noise regulation. Trees can also act
as anoise barrier, reducing stress
and improving health, especially by
improving sleep at night.

Evidence of these benefits has been synthesised in a rapid evidence review for Natural
England by the University of Exeter.! This found that people who live in greener
neighbourhoods tend to be happier, healthier and live longer lives than those who live in
less green places, with the benefits being even greater for more disadvantaged
communities.

To illustrate the wide range of health benefits delivered by nature, Table 1 summarises
some of the key evidence. It is based on a 2017 review by Frumkin et al.,2 updated and
extended to include additional categories and more recent references.3 The table is
illustrative, not comprehensive, and new evidence is constantly emerging. The sources
listed include both primary studies and systematic reviews.



Health and wellbeing benefits

Improved mental health and wellbeing
Reduced stress

Better sleep

Reduced depression

Reduced anxiety

Greater happiness, wellbeing, life satisfaction
Improved concentration and memory;
restoration from mental fatigue

Reduced ADHD symptoms

Reduced aggression, less crime

Reduced schizophrenia

Increased social connectedness and

prosocial behaviour

References

4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13
4,6,14,15,16,17,18

6,7,19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27,
28,29, 30

6,7,20,25,27,31,32,33

6, 30, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39,

15, 40 (children)
15,41,42,43,44,45,46
47,48,49,50, 51,52

53
5,7*,15,54, 55,56, 57, 58, 59,
60*,61, 62

*Benefits delivered via
social prescribing programmes

Improved physical health
Improved cardiovascular health
Improved congestive heart failure
Lower blood pressure

Reduced obesity

Reduced diabetes

Better eyesight

Improved pain control

Improved immune function

Asthma and/or allergies (includes both improvements
and exacerbations)

10, 21, 63,117, 119, 64 (older people)
65

10, 66, 67, 68, 69
55,70,71,72,73,74,75
10,76,77,78,79

80, 81, 82

Acute pain: 83, 84. Chronic pain:

85, 86

34, 85, 87, 88, 89, 90, 91*, 92*, 93*
*via exposure to beneficial microbes

Improvements: 10, 94, 95
Mixed or inconclusive: 96, 97
Exacerbations: 55, 98, 99

Improved general health

Improved general health

Reduced mortality

Improved birth outcomes

Improved child development

Greater benefits for more socio-economically
deprived groups

9, 78,100, 101,102,103, 104, 105, 106

10, 64,107,108, 109, 110, 111, 117, 112, 113

34,722,114
40,115,116
25, 26, 78,100,102, 118

Table 1: lllustrative evidence on the multiple health benefits of contact with
nature. undated and extended based on Frumkin et al. (2017)
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Benefits from
recreation and
interaction with nature

Several large medical studies have
found that living close to green space is
associated with a lower risk of heart

attacks and strokes."” This is linked to
the ability of natural green spaces to
relieve stress,!8 decrease air pollution,
encourage physical activity and boost
social interactions."9 Loss of nature has
been shown to have detrimental impacts
on health.120

Spending time in natural environments
such as woodlands, parks and gardens
reduces stress and depression, restores
attention fatigue, increases self-
reported positive emotions and
improves self-esteem, mood, and

perceived mental and physical health.34
There is now a scientific consensus that
experiencing nature is associated with
benefits for mental health and
psychological wellbeing, including
through positive social interactions,
improved cognitive function, memory,
concentration and creativity, improved
sleep, and better school performance in
children, as well as protecting from the
risk of developing anxiety disorders or
ADHD.5.121 According to the latest People
and Nature Survey for England,'22 94% of
adults who had visited a green and
natural space in the previous 14 days
agreed that spending time outdoors was
good for their physical health, 92%
agreed it was also good for their mental
health, 82% agreed that being in nature
made them very happy, and six in ten
agreed that they felt part of nature.

Access to natural environments also
tends to encourage outdoor exercise,
with benefits for physical health such
as reduced risk of obesity and type 2

diabetes. For example, a systematic
review found 90 studies supporting the
conclusion that living near an attractive
natural environment can motivate
physical activity, and that policy
interventions should therefore enable
access to and maintenance of the
natural environment.72.123

94% of adults who had
visited a green and
natural space in the
previous 14 days agreed
that spending time
outdoors was good for

their physical healch.

Emerging evidence suggests that
biodiversity could boost the immune
system and reduce allergies through
exposure to natural microbes found in

soil and vegetation.9. 9293t js also
thought that green spaces can help to
reduce pain, including in chronic
conditions, via exposure to natural
chemicals produced by plants
(phytoncides), negative air ions, and
sunlight, as well as by encouraging social
interaction and physical activity.86



Green space can be particularly Natural environments are also

beneficial to elderly people. A important for healthy development in
children and teenagers, and can lead to

lifelong benefits. Birth weight of babies

systematic review found 22 studies
showing that urban environments with
more green cover were associated with tends to be higher in greener urban
areas.34 A study in Denmark showed that
people living in areas with the lowest
amount of green space had a 1.5x higher

risk of developing schizophrenia, but

reduced risk of cardiovascular disease
and all-cause mortality in older
people.64

children living in greener areas had a

lower risk of developing schizophreniain

A study Of 132 pairs Of later life.53 A study of 132 pairs of twins in
Belgium found that children growing up

twins m Belglum found close to green spaces had alower blood

that children growing up pressure as adults.66
close to green spaces

had a lower blood

pressure as adults.

Sustainable drainage systems can be
designed to provide attractive green and
blue spaces for people, as well as
preventing flooding, improving water

quality and supporting biodiversity.
Photo: SUSDRAIN




Benefits for more
integrated and
cohesive communities

Nature plays an important role in
bringing people together,
strengthening social capital, driving

integration and community cohesion.
Beneficial outcomes can include shared
norms and values between people, more
positive and friendly relationships,
feelings of being accepted and
belonging, increased sense of place, and
bringing people together from different
backgrounds.57:124.125 This is particularly
important for urban areas which have
become more diverse, with people with
different migration backgrounds, cultures
and lifestyles living together. In addition
to associated health and wellbeing
benefits,24 urban green spaces also
provide many opportunities for residents
to meet and interact with other people,
contributing to a sense of belonging to
the community/neighbourhood that they
live in and developing friendships
between culturally diverse groups.24.126

More green space and tree
cover is associated with
less aggressive behaviour
and fewer crimes.

Numerous studies have showed green
space is linked with increased social

contact. Studies have found an
association between green local spaces
and perceived social cohesion at the
neighbourhood scale, and an even
stronger association for higher quantity
and quality of green space.'2” For
example, one study in the USA found that
the presence of trees and grass on
common spaces (e.g., local parks) was
positively associated with informal
social contact between neighbours.128
The relationship between green space
and health has also been shown to be
strongly mediated by social cohesion.56
However, local green spaces must be of
high quality and well maintained, with
attractive recreational facilities, to
realise their full potential in developing
community cohesion.57

Evidence suggests that green spaces
and social cohesion are positively

linked to people’s sense of safety. More
cohesive and connected communities
typically have lower crime rates, which
can contribute to people feeling safer in
their local area.29.130 More green space is
linked to fewer crimes, with one study
showing that residents who have more
trees and grass around buildings
displayed less aggressive behaviour due
to spending more time outdoors and
monitoring nature.50 Other studies
showed crime levels decreased by an
average of 1.2% for every 1% increase in
tree canopy cover,5' and that areas of a
US city with more nature had less
crime.20



Social cohesion also improves
happiness, work performance,
environmental concern and pro-

environmental behaviours. The
evidence increasingly suggests that
close-knit communities promote a sense
of happiness and general well-being,129
with knock-on benefits including a
reduced use of solitary media to escape
daily life (e.g. browsing the internet and
social media),’3 which can in turn have
benefits for workplace behaviour and
better work performance.’32 Research
has also shown that when people live in
more cohesive societies with increased
access to green space, they are more
likely to contribute with environmentally
friendly behaviours such as recycling,
making diet changes, using energy
efficiently, and volunteering.133.134,135

It is essential to ensure that any
benefits - including for community
cohesion, health and wellbeing, and
local economic growth - are equitably

shared and distributed, so that green
spaces that include one group of people
do not exclude others.13¢ To achieve this,
it is important for decision-makers to
actively engage communities in the
planning and management of green
spaces. For example, strategies can be
targeted at encouraging people to
engage in nature-related, collaborative
activities at the local community level
(e.g., spending time in local parks and
gardens, environmental stewardship, and
volunteering) to increase residents’ daily
nature experiences and the associated
benefits for improving community
cohesion and wellbeing.124.137.138

Mature urban trees store carbon, soak up
floodwater, provide shade on hot days
and contribute to local character and a

sense of place.
Photo: Alison Smith




Benefits from reduced
exposure to air
pollution, heat and
noise

Urban green features (especially trees)
can also help to trap air pollution,”®
reduce the urban heat island’3? and

reduce perceived noise from traffic'40
(Box 2). These multiple benefits can all
reinforce each other, leading to synergies
for health.141

Trees and hedgerows can
filter and absorb
pollution, especially if

positioned as barriers.

Trees and hedgerows can filter and

absorb pollution,42 especially if
positioned as barriers (e.g. between
homes or schools and busy roads),143
although the degree of removal cannot
be a substitute for reducing pollution at

source.'9” There can be some risks of
adverse impacts, such as if lines of trees
trap traffic pollution in street canyons, or if
trees cause pollen allergies, but these can
be mitigated by careful design and
species selection.43 Some trees produce
volatile organic compounds (VOCs) that
combine with the nitrogen oxides found in
traffic pollution to form harmful ground-
level ozone and fine particles. This can be
tackled by reducing traffic pollution and
selecting tree species that produce lower
levels of VOCs.143.144 Also, exposure to the
diverse microbes in biodiverse natural
spaces is thought to reduce the likelihood
of developing allergies.9

Box 2: Benefits of green infrastructure for air quality, cooling and noise reduction

Parks can have 9% lower concentrations of particle pollution (PM10) 50m inside the

boundary.

Street trees can reduce nitrogen oxide concentrations by 1-21%. They can reduce surface

temperatures by 11°C and air temperatures by 3°C.

Hedges can provide a 15-61% reduction in air pollution concentrations immediately behind

the hedge.

Green roofs can reduce rainfall runoff by 63% to 75% and reduce indoor temperatures by 2°C.

Green walls can reduce particle (PM10) concentrations in a street canyon by 22-50% at

street level, reduce noise levels by 50%, and reduce indoor air temperatures by 4.8°C in hot

weather.

Source: all figures are average values from the IGNITION project evidence review'45




Importance of the
quality and
biodiversity of green
space

Quality of green space is important, as
well as quantity. Higher quality green
spaces attract more use and therefore

deliver more benefits. For example, a
survey of 2594 mothers in Bradford
between 2012 and 2015 found that
satisfaction with the quality of nearby
green space (and therefore greater
usage) was associated with fewer
behavioural difficulties and greater
prosocial behaviour for south Asian
children.146

Quality also increases the benefits
delivered by each usage of green

space. Important factors typically
include obvious qualities such as safety
and cleanliness (i.e. no litter or
vandalism), but there is also mounting
evidence that more biodiverse and
natural green space provides greater
benefits. For example, a systematic
global review (including seven studies
from the UK) found evidence that greater
biodiversity (e.g. the number of bird or
plant species in an area) leads to higher
self-reported outcomes for health and
wellbeing.34 Similarly, in California, urban
areas with greater tree diversity were
associated with a lower mortality rate
for heart disease and stroke from 2014 to
2019.147 In Singapore, people who visited
more diverse types of natural spaces
(e.g. wild nature, parks and beaches)
had higher life satisfaction.148

Wildlife-rich areas with semi-natural
habitats that support native species
are likely to have far greater benefits

than sterile green spaces, because
encounters with wildlife are an important
aspect of delivering wellbeing benefits.
For example, a study by Exeter University
showed how chance wildlife encounters
during daily life can lift moods, alleviate
depression, and stimulate social
interaction.49

Greater biodiversity (e.g.
the number of bird or
plant species in an area)
leads to higher self-
reported outcomes for

health and wellbeing.

Biodiversity tends to be far higher in
long-established habitats than in newly
created areas, so it is important to

protect existing ecosystems. For
example, investigators in Belgium found
that people living in areas with larger,
older trees purchased less medication
for cardiovascular disease and mood
disorders. This is thought to be because
large trees are more effective at
reducing environmental stressors like
urban heat, air pollution, and noise than
smaller trees, as well as being more
attractive and providing a greater sense
of place.?!



Role of nature in living
with COVID-19

Nature plays an important part in
COVID-19 recovery and future

resilience. Evidence is growing that
access to nature also helped people to
cope physically and mentally with the
stress of the COVID-19 pandemic. A
global review found strong evidence that
increased exposure to nature during the
first two years of the pandemic was
related to improved health and
wellbeing. This came from reduced
depression, stress, loneliness, and
anxiety, better sleep and increased
physical activity, and more happiness
and life satisfaction.

Access to nature may have prevented
further mental and physical health

deterioration on a large scale.6 A study
of mothers of young children in the
Netherlands found that living close to
green space helped to buffer against
stress during the pandemic.’®%In the U.S,
an online survey found that individuals
with strong perceived nature deprivation
under COVID-19 had lower wellbeing.15!

The People and Nature Survey has
revealed that nearly half of adults in
England reported spending more time
outdoors during the pandemic than

before, with four in ten stating that
nature and wildlife were more important
than ever for their wellbeing.'®2 For many
people, increased engagement with
nature during the coronavirus pandemic
allowed them to find new ways to
connect with nature. 68% of people said
they were taking more time to notice and
engage with everyday nature, 33% of
adults reported visiting local green and
natural spaces more often since
coronavirus restrictions were put in
place, and 40% said that this had been
even more important to their
wellbeing.1s3

There is growing evidence that
restoring nature close to where people

live can boost resilience to COVID-19.
As well as the general benefits of green
spaces for physical and mental health
described above, there is also emerging
evidence that volatile compounds
emitted by plants (phytoncides) can
enhance the activity of natural killer cells
(lymphocytes) that underpin the immune
system, and exposure to beneficial
microbiota in the environment can boost
the immune system and reduce stress.154
For example, a type of bacteria found in
biodiverse soils has been shown to
reduce anxiety in mice.'55 Finally, trees
and other vegetation reduce air
pollution, which increases COVID-19
mortality.



Economic outcomes of natural green space

Protecting and restoring natural green spaces brings multiple benefits for national and

local economies.

1. Business investment. Attractive green
space helps to improve the image of
an areaq, create a sense of place, and
encourage investment by businesses.

2. Staff recruitment and retention. High
quality staff are more likely to
gravitate towards (and stay in) jobs in
areas with arange of attractive green
spaces nearby.

3. New business opportunities can be
created, such as in tourism and
hospitality.

4. Direct employment. Jobs can be
created directly in maintaining and
improving green spaces.

5. Reduced healthcare costs. The health
benefits of green spaces canreduce
the burden on national and local health
and social care budgets. Parks in
England provide at least £6.6bn per
year in health and environmental
benefits, returning £7 to £10 for every
£1spent.'6? If everyone in England had
access to good quality green space,
there could be savings of £2.1bn per
year for the NHS.170 Similarly, an
analysis of five million people in the
USA found lower healthcare costs in
greener areas.'®6 [n Plymouth, it is
estimated that visits to green spaces
provide health benefits worth £22 per
visit, adding up to £150 million per
year.157

6.

10.

Labour productivity. Access to nature
can improve productivity, reduce
absence from work due to sickness,
and reduce antisocial behaviour.158

Property values. Property in areas
with more natural green space can
have a higher value. One study
indicates a 1% increase in house prices
for a 1% increase in green space within
a ward, higher house prices close to
nature reserves, and 17% higher house
prices in National Parks.159

Lower crime rates can be found in
areas with more green space, leading
to savings for victims of crime as well
as areduced burden on the police and
criminal justice systems.

Flood protection. Well-designed
green infrastructure including
Sustainable Drainage Schemes (SuDS)
can reduce surface water flooding and
associated damage to homes and
property, as well as reducing the costs
for hard drainage and flood defences.

Water treatment costs can be
reduced by using nature-based
solutions such as habitat restoration,
buffer strips and SuDS to reduce soil
erosion and water pollution.



11. Energy cost savings. Green provide cooling and shading, reducing
infrastructure such as green roofs and the need for costly air conditioning
walls, parks and street trees can and thus saving money on energy bills.

Habitat restoration creates more employment per £1invested than many other sectors
usually targeted for economic recovery, such as fossil fuel energy projects.'¢0 Investing
in nature recovery creates both low-skilled and high-skilled jobs, making this a flexible
response to economic downturn.’® One study showed that investing in nature recovery
and urban green infrastructure could create over 16,000 jobs in the 20% of constituencies
likely to face the most significant employment challenges post-COVID.62 |n addition to
direct jobs in restoring nature, attractive nature-rich areas support tourism and outdoor
recreation businesses. For example, nature-based tourism generates £1.4 billion a year
and 39,000 full-time equivalent jobs in Scotland.’63 The Knepp Estate, which pioneered
rewilding of unproductive farmland, has an annual turnover of around £800,000 from
nature tourism, with a 22% profit margin.

Economic benefits also arise from the environmental benefits of investing in nature.
Every £1invested yields an estimated return of £4.62 for peatland restoration, £2.79 for
woodland and £1.31 for saltmarsh, from carbon sequestration, recreation and (for
woodland) air quality benefits alone, without considering other benefits such as flood
and erosion protection.’64 As NbS often have large up-front costs, from buying the
equipment, materials and services needed to create or restore ecosystems, they also
create growth in the wider economy (via high multiplier effects) and generate high gross
value added (GVA).160

Box 3: Economic benefits of green infrastructure

Parks can increase nearby property prices by 9%. Higher levels of greenness are associated
with a 56% decrease in violent crimes and a 48% decrease in property crimes.

Street trees can increase property prices by 4.5% and land prices by 6-15%. Customers spend
10-50% more and use restaurants 40% more in shopping streets with high quality tree canopy
cover. One study showed that business occupancy rates increased by 38% following
investment in planting trees.

Views of nature or indoor green infrastructure can lead to an 18% reduction in staff turnover,
10% reduction in sick leave and 15% increase in worker productivity.

Green roofs can cut energy use for air conditioning by 16% in hot weather, and cut energy use
for heating by 4%, saving typically 7% of total energy use for the space directly below the roof.

Green walls can cut energy use for air conditioning by 13-23% in hot weather, and cut energy
use for heating by 1.2-6.3%, saving typically 8-15% of total building energy use.

Sustainable drainage systems can reduce surface water runoff by up to 100% if well-
designed, and can remove up to 79% of nitrate pollution and 85% of phosphate pollution.

Source: all figures are average values from the IGNITION project evidence review'45



https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/blog/case-study-knepp-estate

Inequalities in
access to green
space

Disadvantaged groups and people
living in socio-economically deprived
areas benefit more from access to

green space, and health inequalities
between different socio-economic
groups tend to be lower in greener urban
areas.0.12 For example, greenspaces
help women in low-income groups in the
UK to cope with stress,#6 including
during the COVID-19 lockdown.165

In England: 26% of adults
surveyed in March 2022
said that they had not
spent any time in green
and natural spaces in the
previous 14 days.

One in three people in England do not
live near alocal green space. Access to
green space can be assessed using the
Accessible Natural Greenspace
Standards, which set criteria for the size
of green spaces that should be
accessible at certain distances from
people’s homes. The three most local
standards are for a doorstep green
space of at least 0.5ha within 200m, a
local natural green space of at least 2ha
within 300m, and a neighbourhood
natural green space of at least 10ha
within Tkm (a 15 minute walk). However,
one in three people in England do not live
within any of these zones.

Only 3% of the most disadvantaged
people have access to local green

space. In the 200 most disadvantaged
urban Lower Super Output Areas (those
with the lowest levels of accessible
green space combined with the highest
levels of deprivation), only 3% of people
have access to green space within a15-
minute walk zone.%6, The People and
Nature Survey for England has revealed
that the transformative benefits of
nature are not felt by everyone equally
and that deprived communities have less
access to green space. Spending time
outside in nature is not always easy for
people in England: 26% of adults
surveyed in March 2022 said that they
had not spent any time in green and
natural spaces in the previous 14
days.'52, For people from lower income
households (income less than £15,000)
this increased to 37%, suggesting that
existing inequalities persist in accessing
nature. Almost 40% of people from
black, Asian and minority ethnic
backgrounds live in the areas of England
that have the least green space,
compared to 14% of white people.!

Creating new green infrastructure as
part of regeneration can play a key role
in addressing these striking

inequalities. However, this must be
carefully designed in partnership with
local communities and other key
stakeholders to avoid problems
associated with ‘green gentrification’,
where improving green spaces increases
house prices and thus leads to social
exclusion.!



Opportunities to strengthen the
Levelling-up and Regeneration

Bill

There are major opportunities to strengthen the Levelling-up and Regeneration Bill by
ensuring that future development protects existing natural assets, restores degraded
ecosystems and creates new urban green infrastructure. There is overwhelming evidence
that this will improve public physical and mental health and wellbeing, boost resilience to
future outbreaks of disease such as COVID-19 (reducing the social cost of healthcare),
improve resilience to future climate threats such as floods, droughts and heatwaves, and
deliver a wide range of economic benefits. This will help to redress existing inequalities in
health and access to nature faced by the communities targeted by the Bill. For example,
40% of the areas with the lowest green space provision are in Levelling-up target areas.72
Specific opportunities to strengthen the Bill and address its current omissions are listed
below.

*» The Bill needs to explicitly recognise the role of nature in supporting human health
and cohesive communities, climate resilience and the economy, and ensure that
national and local planning policies, assessment processes and individual planning
decisions put nature recovery and protection of existing natural assets at the heart of
the planning system.

< A Net Zero clause should be added, to ensure that all new developments are
consistent with the government’s Net Zero goals.

< Nature recovery clauses should be added, to ensure the delivery of the government’s
commitment to protect 30% of land for nature, to establish a new designation to
safeguard land for nature’s recovery, and to address the contribution development
makes to freshwater pollution through nutrient negativity measures.

< A health, wellbeing and community cohesion clause should be added, with a new
duty on local authorities to address existing inequalities in health and access to green
space and equal distribution of benefits, including ensuring that communities are
served by active travel networks of footpaths and cycleways.

% The new Environmental Outcome Reports must be strengthened so that they provide
a minimum level of protection at least equivalent to the existing system, including
Strategic Environmental Assessments, Environmental Impact Assessments, the
Habitats Regulations Assessment process, Species protection, cultural heritage and
landscape protections. These protections should be explicitly retained in the Bill, and
not subject only to the decisions of the Secretary of State.



% The proposed National Development Management policies need to set a strong and
consistent national approach for protecting existing natural assets (habitats, species,
water and air quality), a minimum standard for access to natural green spaces, and
criteria for building in new high quality climate-resilient green and blue infrastructure
to new development. This could be based on the new Green Infrastructure Standards
being developed as part of the government commitments in the 25 Year Environment
Plan.

< The Infrastructure Levy and developer contributions proposals should state that
these should contribute to nature recovery and net zero alongside wider social
objectives.

This flood retention pond was designed
in partnership with the local community,

so that it provided attractive green

spaces for relaxing and playing.
Photo: SUSDRAIN



https://www.gov.uk/government/news/natural-england-unveils-new-green-infrastructure-framework

Case study 1: The Mersey Forest

The Mersey Forest is one of 13 Community Forests which were created in England during

the 1990s. Over the last 25 years, the Mersey Forest Partnership has planted over 9 million
trees to create a network of local woodlands across 500 square miles of Cheshire and
Merseyside. More recently, the Mersey Forest has joined with three other community
forests (Manchester City of Trees, the White Rose Forest and the Humber Forest) to
create the Northern Forest, spanning from coast to coast across the whole width of
northern England.

The Mersey Forest works with local communities to regenerate ex-industrial areas by
improving health, the economy and social cohesion. This delivers economic benefits by

improving the image of derelict urban areas, attracting investment, skilled workers and
tourists to the are and increasing land and property values. For example, in St. Helens,
development of a community woodland on a former colliery site added £15 million to
property values. So far, the Forest has secured £31 million of investment and
demonstrates exceptional value for money, with a return of £8 for every £1 invested.

The Natural Economy Northwest project has compiled evidence of 11 ways in which the
Mersey Forest’s green infrastructure has added value to the region’'s economy:

. Economic growth and investment.
Businesses attract and retain more
motivated staff in greener settings.

. Land and property values. Views of
natural landscapes can add up to 18%
to property values.

. Labour productivity. Green spaces
near workplaces reduce sickness
absence, increasing productivity.

. Tourism. Rural tourism supports 37,500
jobs in the North West.

. Products from the land. 40,000 people
work in agriculture in the North West.

. Health and well being. Green
infrastructure reduces pollution which
leads to asthma and heart disease.

. Recreation and leisure. Footpaths,

cycle paths and bridleways enable
healthy, low-cost recreation.

. Quality of place. Community-owned

green spaces can create jobs and local
pride.

. Land and biodiversity. Green

infrastructure provides vital habitats
and jobs managing the land.

10.Flood alleviation and management.

Urban green spaces reduce pressure on
drainage and flood defences.

11. Climate change adaptation and

mitigation. Green infrastructure can
counter soaring summer temperatures
in cities.


https://www.merseyforest.org.uk/about/what-is-the-mersey-forest/
https://thenorthernforest.org.uk/
https://www.merseyforest.org.uk/about/how-we-benefit-the-economy/

Social benefits are maximised by a strong focus on engagement with local people and
businesses, to meet the needs of the local community and avoid problems of ‘green
gentrification’, where property in greened areas passes to wealthy owners. For example,
the Wirral Waters project is successfully regenerating a deprived dockland area by
starting with a £1.2M investment in green infrastructure, known as ‘Setting the Scene for
Growth’. Trees, wildflowers and raingardens were planted along footpaths, roads and

cycleways to link the docklands with local communities, a new pocket park was created,
and an old landfill site was transformed into a nature reserve. This improved the image of
the area, which is attracting new development including a college of further education,
offices creating hundreds of new jobs, and high quality affordable homes. Greening this
inner city area provides a healthy, calming environment with physical and mental health
benefits for the students, residents and workers.

The Natural Economy Northwest project
has compiled evidence of 11 ways in
which the Mersey Forest’s green
infrastructure has added value to the

region's economy.
Photo: Chris Fry



https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/9d52b7d227434a4b8989cfefa8e69926

Case study 2: Plymouth’s
Natural Grid and Community
Forest

Plymouth has severe health inequalities, with life expectancy in the most deprived areas
near the waterfront being seven years lower than in the more affluent areas just a few
miles away. The Natural Grid project is enhancing habitats and improving access to
390ha of land. It has generated 22 new jobs including apprenticeships for young people,
and accredited learning opportunities for 96 people. Nature engagement weeks in
deprived areas have connected 1000 people with nature and provided learning and
employment opportunities, including working with local schools to create green learning
centres and plant wildflower meadows.167

Funding has now been secured for a much larger Community Forest that will create 1,900
hectares of ecologically resilient community woodland, street trees, woodland corridors
and hedgerows, including through rewilding and natural regeneration. It will be steered by
a Youth Panel, and focused on skills development and job creation for young people. The
new forests are expected to deliver 350 jobs and over £7 million of benefits per year, from
increased property value, physical and mental health benefits, carbon sequestration and
pollution removal.168

School children planting trees as part
of a Mersey Forest project.
Photo: McCoy Wynne
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