
The role of local governments
Natural spaces, health and equity: 

Natural spaces and health

Numerous studies highlight the link between sedentary living and increased risk of heart disease, obesity, 

diabetes and other health problems. By incorporating natural environments that are designed to be accessible 

and close to where people live and work, communities can encourage people to participate in physical activity 

and thereby improve health outcomes. 

Individuals who reside in neighbourhoods containing high levels of greenery or who 

have easy access to greenspace have been shown to be three times more likely to be 

physically active than individuals living in environments with low levels of greenery.

Natural spaces and mental health

Evidence supports a positive association between natural environments and mental health. Natural 
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fatigue and may reduce feelings of anger, frustration and aggression. In both urban and rural environments, 
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immersion in nature. 
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sight or having views of natural environments or greenery has also been shown 
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Natural spaces and community health

In communities, accessible healthy natural environments increase social well-being by providing places for residents 

to make new connections and build relationships with friends and family. These interactions, in turn, add to a sense 

of community safety and trust and support overall community cohesion. Social capital is not only supported by 

healthy natural environments, in turn, it contributes to the creation and maintenance of these spaces. 

What can local governments do?
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Natural spaces and equity

Like many community resources and services, natural environments are often unequally owned, 

accessed and experienced by community members. Equity-seeking groups face an array of 

potential barriers to accessing and using natural environments and public spaces equitably. 

For example, those living in poverty may not have the means to pay registration or permit fees 

collected for certain park uses or recreational activities. Park spaces and recreational facilities 

themselves may have been designed or evolved in a manner that doesn’t allow access by those 

with disabilities or mobility issues. Park washroom facilities that don’t openly welcome transgender 

or two-spirit individuals may produce feelings of exclusion or apprehension. In all these instances, 

equitable access is impeded for the marginalized group and may lead to lower levels of usage.

How are the health bene!ts of natural 
environments interconnected?

The positive physical, mental, social and spiritual impacts of healthy natural 
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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 

often accompanies or is sought out when accessing a natural space or feature

 (e.g., walking in a park, swimming in a lake) and can subsequently lead to positive 
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INDIVIDUALS 
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attractiveness and natural beauty. Creating natural environments that are aesthetically 
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SOCIAL INTERACTION 

or contact often accompanies or increases when accessing a natural space or feature. 

These interactions may be planned (e.g., walking in a park with a friend) or unplanned 

(e.g., meeting new people while swimming at the lake). Increased social contact can 
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Propose development cost 

charges that generate 

funds to acquire land for parks 

and construct infrastructure, 

such as playground equipment 

and washrooms.

Create parkland acquisition 

guidelines to clearly articulate 

your community’s intentions for 

parkland acquisition and park 

development.

Protect areas for parks, open 

space and agriculture by 

establishing Urban Containment 

Boundaries (UCBs) or Growth 

Containment Boundaries (GCBs).

Develop and adopt strengthened 

tree protection bylaws.

Undertake urban tree 

canopy mapping to measure 

equitable improvement in your 

communities greenery.

Establish development permit 

areas for the protection of the 

natural environment.
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Partner with local businesses and 

community members to create 

edible landscapes that raise 

awareness and bolster food security.

Promote interaction with the 

natural environment regardless 

of the season.
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in your natural environments by 

encouraging local environmental 

stewardship.
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the steady-growing recreation 

tourism industry.
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development cost charges for 

development proposals that 

incorporate green infrastructure 

or greenspaces.

Engage and collaborate with 

local conservation groups and 

community members to 

successfully establish and 
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