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The Trust for Public Land
conserves land for people to enjoy
as parks, gardens, and other natural places,
ensuring livable communities
for generations to come.
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Over 60% of the United States
population is overweight or
obese, and over 13% of children
aged 6 to 19 years are over-
weight.! Overweight adoles-
cents face a 70% chance of
becoming overweight adults,
and this chance increases to
80% if one or more parent is
overweight or obese.> Being
overweight or obese increases
risks of health problems such
as diabetes, cardiovascular dis-
ease, and some cancers. In-
creased caloric intake combined with the
lack of physical activity is a key contributor
to soaring obesity rates. Sixty percent of
Americans do not engage in the Surgeon
General’s recommended level of physical
activity while 25% are not active at all;

African American, Latino, Native Ameri-
can, and Pacific Islander populations are at
higher risk of overweight and obesity when
compared to non-Latino Whites. High
obesity rates are also associated with indi-
viduals, especially women, who have lower
levels of education and income. In fact,
people with lower income and lower edu-
cational levels are also less likely to get rec-
ommended levels of leisure time physical

activity+

One way to help increase levels of physical
activity, especially in urban and low-income
communities, is to make improvements on
alocal neighborhood level. When neigh-
borhoods have ample sidewalks and well-
connected streets, nearby businesses such

as grocery stores, adequate public trans-
portation, and reduced crime levels, com-
munity members have increased
opportunities and incentives to be more

physically active s

The Trust for Public Land’s Healthy Parks,
Healthy Communities (HPHC) program
promotes increased public funding for
parks and open space as a means to reverse
park inequities and health disparities in
low-income communities of color.
Through our interactions with community
members, HPHC recognizes the estab-
lished link between safe, crime-free, and
well-maintained parks with increased uti-
lization. In order to promote increased
physical activity in urban parks, perceived
and actual safety concerns must be ad-

dressed.

Community Benefits of Parks

Easy access to healthy foods such as neigh-
borhood grocery stores that sell fresh fruits
and vegetables, and access to nearby venues
for exercise, sports, and other physical ac-
tivities can promote healthy lifestyles. Safe
neighborhood parks provide diverse op-
portunities for low or no-cost physical ac-
tivity for children and adults. Furthermore,
the entire community can benefit from
parks that are crime-free, well-maintained,

and have adequate programming.

a As essential public infrastructure,
parks can have a powerful and positive
influence on community life and pub-

lic safety.



“Adolescents who
participate in forms
of physical activity
are less likely to have
low self-esteem,

and are at less risk
for engaging in risky
behaviors such as
substance abuse,
truancy and
violence compared
to their sedentary
counterparts.”
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o Efforts that engage residents to create
new or improve existing parks have been
shown to build the social capital of a
neighborhood, increase trust and cooper-
ation among neighbors, and cultivate a

sense of community ownership.¢

¢ The increased social capital resulting
from park-related civic engagement con-
fers additional benefits to a community
including fewer violent crimes, enhanced
quality of life, as well as improved health

and social indicators.”
Park Safety and Physical Activity

Safety concerns, both perceived and actual,
often pose a significant barrier to physical ac-
tivity® Studies by the U.S. Centers for Discase
Control and Prevention found that persons
who perceived their neighborhood to be un-
safe were more likely to be physically inactive,
and that neighborhood safety was one of five
key areas identified by parents as barriers to
their children’s participation in physical ac-
tivity2*© Other studies have found:

e Strong correlations between access to
safe and nearby parks with increased

likelihood of physical activity."»

o Safety-related barriers to physical ac-
tivity are particularly challenging in dis-
tressed neighborhoods where residents,
most often low-income people of color,
often limit their time in public spaces to
reduce their risk of experiencing violent

crime.s

# A UCLA study found that low-in-
come, Latino and African American
teens have less access to safe parks, play-
grounds and open space than other ado-
lescents; teens with less access to safe
parks were significantly more likely not
to engage in any physical activity (10%)
compared to teens with access to such
settings (6%).

o Safe parks are vital physical activity
venues for teenagers, especially those

who live in apartment buildings. The
prevalence of regular physical activity for
this group increased from 56.1% to 65.6%

with access to safe parks.s
Increasing Park Safety

There are many elements of park safety such
as crime and substance abuse that are beyond
the control of park users and park officials.
However, there are other safety elements
such as lighting, programming and basic
amenities that can be easily remedied by vi-
able long-term solutions such as developing
adequate and consistent public funding
mechanisms, and short-term solutions such
as the creation of park and community part-
nerships to develop supervised activities,
which target diverse park users. Other exam-
ples and potential strategies to improve park

and neighborhood safety include:

o Socio ecological models suggest that
environmental barriers such as safety,
traffic and availability of facilities, can be
modified to facilitate various forms of
physical activity such as walking and bik-

ing.”

<& In inner city Chicago, police crime re-
ports show fewer violent crimes and
property crimes for apartment buildings
with trees and grass outside. Residents
of “greener” neighborhoods also report
stronger social ties. Neighborhood
greening seems to grow stronget, safer

neighborhoods.™

o Adequate planning and design of the
built environment contributes signifi-
cantly to the creation of safe public

spaces and crime prevention.”

% One widely accepted crime prevention
strategy involves natural surveillance or
having many “eyes on the street.” The
conspicuous presence of people in out-
door public spaces—including parks-—
encourages natural surveillance and
discourages individuals from engaging in

criminal activity.



# Well-equipped and maintained parks
that are adequately supervised increase
the likelihood of heavy utilization. A
heavily utilized park enhances the per-
ception of safety and, in turn, ameliorates
a significant barrier to physical activity.

Park Safety and Youth Violence Prevention

Easy access to opportunities for structured
and supervised play has been shown to de-
crease youth participation in risky and un-
healthful behaviors. Furthermore, ample
access to natural green areas for passive and
active recreation can hold restorative quali-
ties, which can help to decrease mental fa-
tigue and increase coping skills.* Research

has found that:

o The risk factors for juvenile crime and
youth violence include chaotic neighbor-
hoods with few or poorly maintained re-
sources for positive recreational

activities.»

a% Adolescents who participate in forms
of physical activity are less likely to have
low self-esteem, and are at less risk for

engaging in risky behaviors such as sub-
stance abuse, truancy and violence com-

pared to their sedentary counterparts.»

o Organized, after-school activities at
neighborhood parks, playground and
recreation centers ensure the safety of
young people by providing constructive
alternatives to high-risk behavior.

Conclusion

As our urban areas experience exponential
growth in population numbers and in diver-
sity, increasing the availability of parks and
community gardens can support opportuni-
ties for healthy lifestyles. Access to safe and
well-maintained parks can encourage neigh-
borhood utilization, create livable neighbor-
hoods, and help to facilitate increased rates of
physical activity. Structural improvements
such as ensuring adequate lighting, regular
police patrols, and increased park services will

always be necessary to improve the safety of

neighborhood parks.>

However, funding streams may not always be
available to consistently support these im-
provements. The Healthy Parks, Healthy
Communities program will continue to work
with all park stakeholders to research and de-
velop possible public financing mechanism.
An example of public finance measures that
have proven successful is Los Angeles
County’s Proposition A, Safe Neighborhood
Parks Act, which voters passed by a 65% mar-
gin (1439591 votes). The Safe Neighbor-
hood Parks Act provided $319,000,000 over
a period of 20-years for various improve-
ments such as increasing the safety to neigh-
borhood and regional parks and recreation
areas for children and families, graffiti re-
moval, and gang prevention. More recently
in 2000, voters in the City of St. Louis suc-
cessfully passed Proposition C, the Clean
Water, Safe Parks and Community Trails ini-
tiative by a 68% margin (61,431 Votes). By
proposing to increase sales tax, Proposition C
will raise $72,000,000 to increase park
safety, provide community trails, improve, re-
store and expand parks, provide disabled and
expanded public access to recreational areas,

and more.

Healthy Parks, Healthy Communities also
proposes that there are community level so-
lutions to improve park access and park safety
for urban communities. In addition to build-
ing more urban parks, efforts need to be im-
plemented to provide basic park amenities,
ensure the safety and comfort of park users,
and educate communities about the benefits
of park utilization.» By developing partner-
ships between park officials and residents in
the vicinity of neighborhood parks, commu-
nity level awareness can be raised on the
shared responsibility for safe parks. Thought-
ful programming at parks with feedback from
park users and local community organiza-
tions whose primary goals are to promote
healthy lifestyles can be one of several effec-
tive methods to increase a sense of commu-
nity ownership and participation by children,
adults and families. The facilitation of cultur-
ally and linguistically appropriate park activi-

ties can implement needed stewardship,

As essential

public infrastructure,
parks can have a
powerful and positive
influence on
community life and

public safety.”

“Efforts that engage
residents to create new
or improve existing
parks have been shown
to build the social cap-
ital of a neighborhood,
increase trust and co-
operation among
neighbors, and culti-
vate a sense of commu-
nity ownership.”
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increase utilization, and bring positive pres-
ence to urban parks, while increased utiliza-
tion of parks can improve the physical and
mental wellbeing of communities.
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