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By “wilderness” I want to mean, not just a set of endangered 
spaces, but the capacity of all things to elude the mind’s  
appropriations.  
– Don McKay, from Vis à Vis: Field Notes on Poetry & Wilderness

8.  Making Room for Unmeasureables:  
 Community Vitality and Green Space 
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Try and imagine a community without green spaces. The aesthetic im-
plications are perhaps the most obvious: imagine Vancouver without Stanley Park 
or New York without Central Park. But beyond aesthetics, there are many more 
benefits that access to green spaces provides: improved human health (physical 
and mental well-being), space for reflection, connection and social capital, in ad-
dition to ecological services and biodiversity conservation. Famous American park 
designer Frederick Law Olmsted described the value of parks through an economic 
lens: “When the principal outlay has been made, the result may, and under good 
management must, for many years afterwards, be increasing in value at a con-
stantly advancing rate of increase, and never cease to increase as long as the city 
endures”.240

Green spaces are not necessarily synonymous with parks. In some cases parks con-
tain little greenery but have instead been designed to encourage social gatherings, 
as is the case with plazas found in many cities and towns in Hispanic countries. For 
the purposes of this chapter, we’ll be considering green spaces as essentially all 
patches of green in an urbanized landscape. These can include everything from 
the best-known city parks, like the ones just mentioned, to niches or nooks with 
vegetation but without legal or cultural designation. Green spaces may also be as-
sociated with what we normally consider the built environment, as is the case with 
living walls and living roofs. The impact of these spaces on a community’s vitality, 
while clearly significant, has not always been clearly articulated. In the following 
paragraphs, we’ll explore some of the considerations specific to green space and 
its impact on community vitality, including individual well-being, the ambient envi-
ronment, and finally, questions of access. 

Green space is slowly being proven to have a major impact on health 
outcomes, but because of the complexity of factors involved, this relationship has 
been challenging to demonstrate. A literature review by OPENspace in the U.K. 
summarizes five key aspects to be considered: enhanced personal and social com-
munication skills; increased physical health; enhanced mental and spiritual health; 
enhanced spiritual, sensory and aesthetic awareness; and ability to assert personal 
control and increased sensitivity to one’s own well-being.241 

This restorative effect of nature was illustrated by a now-classic study conducted 
in 1984 in which post-surgical patients whose hospital windows overlooked trees, 
rather than a brick wall, were reported to recover more rapidly and require less 
pain relief.242 And if green space can heal, it would follow that access to green 
space can make people live longer.243 
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Green space is also associated with better attentional functioning for both chil-
dren and adults.244 James’ Theory of Attention245 proposes that humans have two 
types of attention: voluntary and involuntary. After prolonged and intense use, our  
capacity for voluntary attention becomes fatigued. Natural environments draw on 
involuntary attention, giving voluntary attention a chance to rest.246 A study from 
Sweden provides further evidence to support this theory. It found a statistically 
significant relationship between exposure to urban open green spaces and self-
reported experiences of stress – regardless of the informant’s age, sex and socio-
economic status. The results suggest that the more often a person visits urban open 
green spaces, the less often he or she will report stress-related illnesses.247 As the 
internet (and all the screen devices associated with it) becomes a more and more 
dominant part of our everyday lives, natural spaces as places of mental rest may 
become even more critical, particularly for children.248 And research has shown that 
children may in fact understand, on some level, the importance of green space to 
their development. A study published in Environment and Behaviour found that 
when urban children aged nine to twelve were asked to make a map or drawing of 
all their favourite places, 96% of the illustrations were of outdoor places.249  

One of the characteristics that determines the health benefits that a green space 
delivers is its degree of biodiversity. The psychological benefits gained by users of 
green space increase with levels of species richness.250 Most interestingly, visitors to 
urban green spaces can actually perceive certain levels of difference in the species 
richness. In particular, the degree of psychological benefit has been shown to be 
positively related to species richness of plants and, to a lesser extent, of birds.

More predictable characteristics of green spaces include size and function of the 
space, and particularly if it is of a sufficient size to support exercise. A group of 
studies reviewed in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine showed that the 
creation of spaces for physical activity produced an almost 50% increase in the fre-
quency of physical activity among community residents. The same studies showed 
that easy access to a place to exercise results in an increase in aerobic capacity, 
along with weight loss, a reduction in body fat, improvements in flexibility, and an 
increase in perceived energy level.251  

In addition to physical health benefits, green space may also inhibit antisocial  
behaviour leading to crime.252 However, there is some literature indicating that 
people associate vegetation and green spaces with crime even when the evidence is 
to the contrary. Indeed, green space helps to calm people, reduces aggression and 
acts as an attractor causing people to connect in different ways.253   
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Let’s look now at the role of green spaces in improving the ambient 
environment – just one of the ways in which they improve health outcomes. Trees 
clean the air and moderate the temperature and wind speed. For example, be-
neath individual and small groups of trees over grass, midday air temperatures at 
1.5 metres above the ground are approximately 1 degree Celsius cooler than in an 
open area,254  due both to shade and to evaporation of water released by vegeta-
tion. Wind speed can be lowered by 10–30 percent.255  

Further, trees remove pollution from the air. In 1994, trees in New York City re-
moved an estimated 1,821 metric tons of air pollution at an estimated value of  
$9.5 million in reduced health care costs. Estimates of the amount of air pollution 
that can be removed vary from 8–15% in areas with 100% tree cover256 to 85% in a 
park and 70% on a street lined with trees.257 

Vegetation can also be a buffer from the audible and visible noise of a surrounding 
community. Estimates of the amount of vegetation required to significantly reduce 
sound vary significantly and depend on local conditions, but one estimate says that 
5 metres of dense shrubbery can reduce noise levels by 2 decibels.258  

The idea of using traditional economic methods to value the services described 
above has begun to take hold and is studied under the umbrella of what are called 
“ecosystem services.”259 A major study by the David Suzuki Foundation evaluated 
some of the ecosystem services around Metro Vancouver and found that forests, 
wetlands, grasslands, shrub lands and agricultural soils provided climate regulation 
worth $1.7 billion per year. Water filtration by forests and wetlands was worth $1.6 
billion per year and flood protection by forests was worth $1.2 billion per year.260  
The concept of ecosystem services is premised on the idea that if we can value 
these services in economic terms, we will have a greater incentive to protect and 
restore green spaces. Others argue that ecosystem valuation dangerously simplifies 
the complex, values what is really invaluable and lays the foundation for turning 
common resources into private property.261 This is not a debate that will be easily 
resolved. Nevertheless, it is clear that green spaces contribute to individual and 
community vitality in diverse ways.

To return to the question of trees, an interesting experiment was conducted in the 
older inner core of Los Angeles.262 Two scenarios were created. The first involved 
improvements to public property by installing a full complement of trees on city 
streets. The second scenario involved adding trees to parking lots and other private 
property, using permeable surfaces for parking lots, adding boulevard medians, 
greening alley ways, and so on. A GIS model called CITYgreen was used to calcu-
late environmental benefits and the results were presented to local residents for  
consideration. The study reported that “focus group results indicated both a sort 
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of desperation for urban green space, and a pragmatic approach to create and 
maintain it”.263 

Living roofs are another way of adding green space to the urban environment. 
Cities like Toronto and Chicago have begun to develop regulation and subsidy pro-
grams to promote the installation of living roofs on new buildings. Many living 
roofs are exclusively the domain of nature with no access for humans. The Van-
couver Convention Centre roof provides five acres of green space that is available 
only to non-human species, the only such space in the city.264 Green roofs provide a 
range of additional benefits including increased retention of rainwater, increased 
roof durability, heating and cooling energy reductions, heat island reductions and 
aesthetic advantages,265 as well as space for growing food.

Urban green spaces are traditionally considered either remnant islands of ecosys-
tems or vegetated spaces designed by humans within an urban environment domi-
nated by roads and buildings. But it can also be argued that urban green spaces 
extend beyond the urban limits of cities since most of the ecosystem services such 
as water filtration and treatment, pollination and the nutrient flows required to 
support the urban space occur outside of urban areas. A study of the twenty-nine 
largest cities in the Baltic Sea region estimated that the ecosystem support area 
was 500–1,000 times larger than the physical area of the cities themselves.266 New 
York City is in the throes of its own debate on the merits of allowing natural gas 
exploration in a watershed that lies far from City Hall, but that provides the City’s 
drinking water.267  

The presence of green space and access to green space are different but 
overlapping aspects of this same feature of community vitality. Access to green 
space appears to be dependent upon the socioeconomic status of a neighbour-
hood. For example, the Trust for Public Land has identified a notable lack of parks 
in poor communities, as well as a correlation between the lack of parks and factors 
that discourage exercise such as poverty, minority status, obesity and ill health.268 
This constitutes a powerful argument for Soja’s concept of spatial justice (which we 
talked about in chapter 7), that is, the need for a more spatial approach to our basic 
ideas of democracy and human rights.

A GIS analysis of the City of Milwaukee considered the distribution of the city’s 
urban forest against variables such as ethnicity and income, and concluded that 
“the contemporary distribution of urban canopy cover within Milwaukee should  
be viewed as a form of injustice requiring amelioration”.269 Just under 5% of urban 
forest in Milwaukee is considered public (mainly street edges) and the remaining 
95% is on private property and, therefore, not accessible to the public.  
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Another study by the Trust for Public Land considered access to green spaces from 
the perspective of children in New York City. New York City has approximately half 
the number of total park-acres of Los Angeles, but because the parks are distrib-
uted more equitably approximately 90% of children live within walking distance of 
a park, compared to just one-third of all children in Los Angeles.270 The Trust’s find-
ing is notable because it connects the inequitable access to green spaces and parks 
to an inequitable system that generated that result.271 This is the kind of thinking 
necessary to bring about deeper change.

Distribution of parks or green spaces varies from city to city but so does the overall 
extent of these spaces. Although we were not able to find a study that measured 
total green space in Canadian cities, a study in Europe found a range of, for exam-
ple, 11% in Birmingham to 45% in Sheffield. In 2001, researchers Fuller and Gaston 
analyzed 386 European cities with a total population of 170.6 million people in 
2001.272 Their findings illustrate that green space increased with the latitude of the 
city and on a per capita basis there was astonishing variance, from 3–4 m2 of green 
space per person to 300 m2! Generally, cities that were geographically large had 
greater areas of green space. The first key conclusion of the study was that as cities 
grow, interactions between people and nature depend increasingly on landscape 
quality outside of formal green space networks (i.e. parks). The second was that 
there is significant opportunity for increasing green space by restoring brownfield 
sites. Between 1988 and 1993, over 19% of brownfield sites in Britain were con-
verted into green spaces.273  

Social ties are what turn a collection of unrelated neighbours into a 
neighbourhood – a source of social support and sense of community, and a unit 
more capable of forming local organizations, defending against crime and mobiliz-
ing for political purposes.274 Green space is one means of increasing informal con-
tact in a community, whether it is people walking their dogs, taking their children 
out to play, sitting on a bench or working in a community garden. Green space 
doesn’t need to take the form of a park; it may just be an area of trees and grass 
between houses. 

As we talked about in chapter 4, the more diverse places people have to come  
together in diverse ways, the stronger the social capital of a community, contributing 
directly to its vitality. Community vitality is interdependent upon place and space,  
and green space provides more amenities than are appreciated by traditional eco-
nomic valuation, including mental, spiritual and aesthetic.
 




