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The physical availability of green 
and blue infrastructure was of 
particular concern during the 
pandemic. During lockdowns, 
the distances that could be 
travelled were restricted and 
public transport was reduced, 
meaning that people could only 
access green spaces if it was close 
to home. Their amenities and 
features also became important. 
For example, in Oslo, inhabitants 
sought out the greenest public 
spaces with most tree coverage 
to tackle COVID-19 mobility 
restrictions4. 

In some places, the mobility 
restrictions and the increased 
need to access green space led 
to overcrowding in some green 
areas. In response, new types of 
green spaces were used, including 
by groups of people who had 
previously been excluded from 
them. For example, families used 
brownfield spaces that they may 
have stayed away from before the 
pandemic. Policy and planning 
also adapted quickly, with new 
cycle lanes opened on busy streets 
in many cities, allowing people 
to socially distance, exercise 
safely and travel without using 
public transport. Some places 
also experimented with using 

timeslots to manage the number of people in green spaces at any one time, to avoid 
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The ENABLE cities vary considerably in their green 
space provision. As is the case across Europe, the 
southern cities, such as Barcelona, have relatively low 
amounts of green space per person, while northern 
cities, such as Stockholm and Oslo, have much higher 
availability per person. The strictness of the lockdown 
also varied, with stricter restrictions in Barcelona and 
New York, moderately strict in Halle and Oslo, and 
the least strict in Stockholm. The inability to access 
green space in Barcelona, for example, may reflect an 
under-appreciation of the benefits of nature for health 
and wellbeing amongst decision makers. Comparing 
the experiences in these cities during the COVID-19 
pandemic raises several important points for 
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Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting lockdowns 
and restrictions have highlighted the importance of 
equitable access to and benefits from urban green 
and blue infrastructure, particularly for exercise, 
recreation and relaxation. The increased recognition 
of these benefits has prompted city administrations to 
respond in creative ways to make green space more 
available for all.  Opening up more types of open 
spaces, such as brownfield sites, expanding transport 
options, such as providing new cycle lanes, and using 
timeslots to allow social distancing have helped 
improve access to green spaces. Measures to manage 
the negative impacts of more time spent outside, 
including increased littering, may be needed, as well 
as consideration of how to maintain the benefits of 
green and blue spaces in the colder winter months. 
In the longer term, it is necessary to consider which 
social groups have access to such spaces, which are 
included in decision making, and whose values and 
needs are taken into account such that everyone can 
benefit.

In planning for the long term, planners should 
consider the nature qualities of urban open spaces as 
refuges to manage future pandemics and as solutions 
to mitigate other global challenges, particularly 
climate change. The pandemic has emphasised 
the need to be proactive in preparing for global 
change, using alternative institutional arrangements, 
transportation systems and other factors. With a 
greater awareness of the importance of nature for 
health and wellbeing, efforts to expand and improve 
green and blue infrastructure for urban resilience must 
be renewed. Learning local lessons from this crisis, 
both within an administration’s own city and from 
other cities, is key for improving resilience to future 
pandemics and other global changes.  
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