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When writers describe a dystopian future, they paint landscapes of dull grey, oshining
steel. The colour green is missing from their paletteBut ask a child to imagine a place

where people can be happy, and the greens of the trees and the blues of the seas are
the first colours they will reach for.

Scientific understanding supportsthese simple instincts: the sights and sounds of
wildlife all help people live happier, healthier livesHaving nature near homehelps us
to stay fit, whether walking in woods,running in the park or strolling by the river.
Having beautiful nature near our homes improves pridein, and connection with, local
community and the wider environment.

The pandemic hit homejust how important nature within a short walk is, and the
detriment not having it can causeTheimportance of nature to the public has
continued to grow sincethen, with ever-rising visitor numbers to natural spaces, from
our large, protected sites to smaller local parks woodlands, wetlandsand rivers.

In its recent Environmental Improvement Plan EIP)announcement,the Government
gavea landmark commitmentthat the public would be ableto accessgreen space or
water within a 15-minute walk from home. This promise wasa welcome feature of this
five-year delivery plan to restore nature and the environment, but there was a dearth
of detail on how thismonumental task would be achieved.

Unf ortunately, the problems of disconnecti on
Already, millionsof lives are shortened and darkened by distance from a healthy

environment A chronic | ack of isazatalystforilkhealthmedo pl e Hs |
low productivity; it is a symptom of the worsening state of nature in the UK.

This report explores the scale of the problem and thehallenges and opportunities the
Government faces in aiming to meet this commitment over the nexfive years.The
challenges areprofound, but the reward could be to tip the scaledor quality of life,
pride of place, healthbenefits and opportunity creation for our most deprived
communities. Turning around a longterm decline inlocal provision and quality of
natural space requires a major shift in course fotocal authorities . The Government
must steer this changethrough delivering a clear, well-planned mission; mandatory
standards andcentralised funding.

Transforming its new overarching commitment into on the ground changecould help

stop the revolving door of declining nature, struggling neighbourhoods and falling
public health,and usher in thriving communities that are great for people and wildlife.

Richard Benwell, CEO Wildlife and Countryside Link



https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ambitious-roadmap-for-a-cleaner-greener-country#:~:text=Plans%20to%20restore%20nature%2C%20improve,its%20Environmental%20Improvement%20Plan%202023.

Executive summary

Lack of access tdhriving natural spacessuch as parks, woodlandrivers and wetlands,
which are vital for health and wellbeing,is an issue across the country, across income
and ethnic groups and in both urba and rural communities.

Our mapping research utilising official datasets,revealsa number of keyfindings and
trends, which areessentialto considerin the contextoft he Gover nment Hs
commitment to deliver access to nature for all within 15 minuteswalk of home.

1. A problem at scale:

Millions of households across England do not have access to nature near home. Natural
England has estimatedhat a third of English householdsdo not have a natural space
within 15 minutesAvalk. Thisstatistic is echoed in ourfindings at local neighbourhood
(Lower Super Output Area-LSOA) level

Our research has delved further into how this issue takes shape across the country
The findingssuggest thatless than 30% of the population have access to a natural
space within 15 minutesfvalk from home in more than athird of Englishlocal
authorities . This means thatcross a third of the countrymore than 70%of the
population in these areas do not have nature near home

Drilling down to smaller local communities (LSOAs)the picture looks even more
worrying in many areas We foundthat in more than 1 in 10 neighbourhoods in
England90% of the populatonhaven o access to nature. within 1

Even in those areaghat are most nature-rich and have thebest accesspnly 11 out of
more than 300 local authorities have 90% or more of households within 15 minute$
walk of nature.

With around 7.8 million Englishhouseholds without nature near home, and withlarge

areas of the country where the majority of the populatond on #t have nature n
the scale of the challenge is clearThis leaves an enormous access to nature gap to

bridge, that will need significantpolicy shifts and associated funding to remedy

Policy recommendation:

Introduce legal duties to increase access to nature, including:

- Amending the LevellingJp and Regeneration Bill teequirelocal planning authorities to
provide policies on health inequalities, including tackling inequalities in access to nature, i
local development plans.

- Establishing a legal human right to a Hésy natural environment through primary
legislation, which could take the form of a new Environmental Rights. Bill

Both legislative changesamgtal t o put the Government Hs
nature for all on a legal footingholding all future Governments to this promise.




2. Nature accessissuescrossthe urban-rural divide:

Our findings reveal that both rural and urban communities are among those with the
worst access to nature. Whileurban nature spaces are often smaller and in poorer
condition, rural communitiesface significant challenges in accessibilityparticularly for
those reliant on travelling by foot or public transport .

It may seem surprising that our rankings have founanore semtrural and rural
dominated areas to be in the worst tenlocal authorities for access to nature.But this is
largely due to lack of publicly accessible spaces that are easily reachable for members
of the public by foot.

Some communities may be surrounded by beautiful countryside, butHis isoften
privately owned with no public rights to access it. Equally those spaces which are
publicly owned or publicly accessibleare not alwayseasyto walk to, with many sites
often requiring vehicular access.This particularly disadvantages lower-income
households who are less likely to own aehicle, with two-thirds unlikely to own a car.?

This means to reach sitesvhich are hard to walk to, lower income households have
greater reliance on often infrequent or unreliable public transport, which potentially
may not even directly connect to these natural spacesThe issue of proximity and
connectivity for deprived neighbourhoodsis key in rural communities

Policy recommendation:

A range of rural and urban areas must be targeted for improvements to accesguce.
Within rural areas that are nature accegsoor the most deprived neighbourhoods should b
prioritised, given the local community is most likely to be missing out on nature connectic

To ensure greater public access in the countryside public scoptions must be embedded
within the Environmental Land Management Scheme (ELMs) and supported by an overa
uplift in ELM funding to support the delivery of public access. This would support farmers
land managers to create more opportunities for pd®to access, enjoy, and benefit from
nature. and its current absence in ELMs is a detriment to the scheme.

3. Double disadvantage on quality and quantity of nature in deprived communities:

Deprived communities arethe least likely to have large, naturerich spaces near their
homes, widenng the health and opportunity gaps for these groups.

Our research shows thatthe most deprived communities (as rankedinE n g | amdek H s
of multiple deprivation ) are more than twice as likely as wealthy communitiesto live in
areas with a low amount of natural space per persord6% of the most deprived local

1

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/persona landhouseholdfinances/expenditure/datasets/p
ercentageofhouseholdswithcarsbyincomegrouptenureandhouseholdcompositionuktablea47
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/expenditure/datasets/percentageofhouseholdswithcarsbyincomegrouptenureandhouseholdcompositionuktablea47
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/expenditure/datasets/percentageofhouseholdswithcarsbyincomegrouptenureandhouseholdcompositionuktablea47

authorities are amongst those withthe least amount of natural space per person
compared to 21% of the least deprivedlocal authorities. Of the least deprivedEnglish
local authorities, 39% are areas with high amounts of natural space per person
compared toaround a quarter (27%)of the most deprived communitieshaving high
amounts of natural space per person

There is ahuge gap in the amount of nature the most naturepoor communities are

able to access, compared to the most naturgich. Theconstituencies with the least
natural space per person havgust under 3m?per person. This is99% less natural space
per person compared to the national average of 31m? per personand less than0.03%
of the more than 10,000n¥ per person in the most nature-access rich constituencies

The condition of green and bluespacesin disadvantaged communities with the least
nature provision is alsofrequently found to be poor, especially in urbarareas.

All ten local authorities with the least natural space per personare in London Eight of
these fall alsowithin the bottom 10% of areas for condition ofthe local environment,
including outdoor spaces and forestsas ranked by the Legatuml nst iUKut e Hs
Prosperity Index. The remainingtwo fall within the bottom 25%. Other urban areas
with a high proportion of deprived communities, Wolverhampton, Salford, Kingston-
Upon-Hull, Coventry, Portsmouth, and Leicester also fall inthe worst quarter of local
authorities for both amount of natural space per person and quality of natural space
and environment.

Policy recommendation:

The Government As vieodnsuneaccass i natuce fomall withie IS t
minutes should be backed up by a requirement on all local authorities to set mandatc
green infrastructure standards.

Sgnificant new ringfenced funding for thereation and maintenance of local parks, an
other natural spaces, would be needed to fund these new duties and counteract long
term declines.




ThisWildlife and Countryside Linkreport maps peopl eHAsalgeecand s t o na
blue spacesin England, utilising existing official green infrastructure and demographic
data to offer a new analysisand new insights.

Access to a highquality natural environment is essentialto the health, wellbeing and

prosperity of people and communities? There is robust evidence that nature provides

important benefits to physical health and mental wellbeing3# A natural and biodiverse
environment enhances pe ynerdg¢tsatue,anlatlengt i on t o
these wellbeing benefits and encouraging preenvironmental behaviours, ultimately

driving improvements for nature.

The UN has recently declareda human right to a healthy natural environment.
Unfortunately , this right is not currently legally adopted in England,and many people
lack nature in their local communities.

There are major disparities in access to nature in Englandrhis hasonsequences for
health, wellbeing, and prosperity, particularly in our most disadvantagedand
marginalised neighbourhoods ¢ contributing to the health and opportunity gap for
these communities

Previous studies, and the findings of this researchhave found that there are
inequalities to access to nature in both urban and rural areas, partidarly for people
from ethnic minority backgrounds, people on low incomesand disabled people At the
same time, the decline of nature across the country threatens our biodiversity, ability
to mitigate and adapt to climate changeand connection to and enjoyment of nature.

Friends of the Earth#Hds hEngl andHs Green Spac
which includes private gardens and public parks and playing fields and found that 1 in 5

people in England do not have access tgreenspace within 5 minutes of homelt also

revealed that people of colour are much more likelytol i ve i n Engl and#fs mo
greenspacedeprived neighbourhoods?

Fields in Trust#Hs Green Space Index (2022) a
analyse the total amount of greenspace in an area, the provision of greenspace per

person, and population within a 10 minute walk to produce a Green Space Index (GSI)

for each | ocal area and region in Great Brit
that million s of people in Great Britain do not live within a 10 minute walk of

greenspace, the GSI allows comparison across regions: while the South East of England

receive a good GSI score of 1.03, the North East and Londevere ranked with the

poorest access to grenspace, with GSI scores of 0.86 and 0.54 respectivefy.

2 White et al.2019

3 Richardsonet al. 2021

4 Richardsonet al. 2020

5 https://policy.friendsoftheearth.uk/sites/default/files/documents/2020  -10/Green_space_gap_full_report_1.pdf
6 https://www.fieldsintrust.org/green -space-index



https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/historic-move-un-declares-healthy-environment-human-right
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-019-44097-3
https://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/index.php/ijow/article/view/1267
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pan3.10117
https://policy.friendsoftheearth.uk/sites/default/files/documents/2020-10/Green_space_gap_full_report_1.pdf
https://www.fieldsintrust.org/green-space-index

Recent Rambl feundtiat reselents af the most deprived areas across
England and Wales have to travel 48% further to enjoy the freedom to roam, and
people from the most ethnically diverse neighbourhoods have to travel 73% further!
These trends ar eingihtarueakopurban areaUtbarbrgsidénts anly
live 18% further away from the freedom to roam than those in rural areas

Wildlife and Countryside Link launchedtheh Nat ur e f or EvmRORZhneH canm
highlighting the importance of nature to people and the stark inequalities in access to

nature for many people in England. The campaign aims to secure the legal and policy

changes necessary to levelp access tanature for all communities.

In support of the Nature for Everyone campaign, this report has been preparetbr
Wildlife and Countryside Link by Wildland Research Limited (WRL)which ispart of
WRI, an independent academic institute with specialist knowledge in wilderness,
geographical information systems (GIS) and landscape assessmeiihis report builds
on previous green infrastructure mapping, Government standards and data, using a
novel analysis to highlight local areas, constituencies and demographics in England
that are nature accesspoor.

In the 2018 25 Year Environment Planthe Government considered access to nature

benefits, and madea commitment to create more green infrastructure. We warmly

support the programme of work from Natural England on Green Infrastructure (Gl)

that has followed this pledge andwhichhas f ed i nto the Gover nmen!
welcome commitment in the 2023 Environment Improvement Planto deliver access to

nature for all within a 15 minute walk of home. Natural Englanchas estimated that

more than 1 in 3 peoplein England livefurther than a 15 minute walk from nature.We

build on much of Natural EnglandHs wor k and data in this repol

Our new analysisuses existing Government data from the Natural England Green

Infrastructure Standards framework on the quality and quantity of green and blue

spaces in communities across England. The analysis draws on publicly accessible

natural space,such as parks, rive and canal paths, and public walking routefrom

Nat ur al Engl andHs hAccessi bl e Maéfintomdnd Gr eens
dataset. This differs from the FOEand Fields in Trust research, which is based on ONS

data, and our assessmendloes notinclude private gardens,whicharei ncl uded i n Fo
analysis.This measurement of publicly accessible spaces ensures compatibility with
the Government #s own data approach i n assess

Our analysisis mapped using spatial geographic ung includinglocal authority,
Parliamentary Constituencies and Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAsThis data is
combined with a network analysis of publiclyaccessible green and blue spaces within a
15 minute walk using a walkable route and a measurement of the amount of publicly
accessiblenatural space per person to produce an Area Access Index (Aglsee
methodology for full detail). In summary, this report ranks and maps the most nature
accessrich and nature accesspoor local areas and constituencies in England.

7 https://beta.ramblers.org.uk/suppor t-us/expand-freedom-roam
8 https://beta.ramblers.org.uk/support -us/expand-freedom-roam



https://www.wcl.org.uk/nature-for-everyone.asp
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2021/12/07/how-natural-englands-green-infrastructure-framework-can-help-create-better-places-to-live/
https://beta.ramblers.org.uk/support-us/expand-freedom-roam
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Local authorities, communities and local people recognise the importance of access to
nature and the need to design green and sustainable placeButcurrently access to
nature provisions do not have a sufficient strategic national or local driver and so are
not prioritised in local decision-making. Some local authorities have @&en

Infrastructu re Strategies, but these currently sit as planning guidance underneath a
Local Plan, without the power to guide other local authority decisions, or the decisions
of developers or other public bodies, such as transport authoritiesAs well, chronically
underfunded local authorities are struggling to maintain existing green and blue
spaces, let alor improve natural spaces and create additional spaces.

Gl mapping is not only an important tool for local authorities to employ to identify

areas of poornature access and take action to remedy this deprivation, it is also a

useful tool in national strategic decisionrmaking. For examplein helping to shape
£39mofGover nment Hs Lev eindtdbesperttbpn Hanrpkrso vVAunngd T t h e
equality of access andyjuality of natural space. °Eligible countiesfor the initial £9m

funding were selected using the Natural England Green Infrastructure Mapping Tool,

based on the ANGS#+ dataset.

Identifying areas and demographics that are natureaccessdeprived isan essential
first step to rectifying this lack of provision of high-quality green and blue spaces for
people and wildlife to thrive.

9 https://www.greenflagaward.org/news/uk -government-announces-39m-levelling-up-investment-in-parks-and-
green-spaces/
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Using the method described in the technical appendix, a series odnkings andmaps
have been produced usingNat ur al ANGST+anodelidataand WRI analysis.

The primary metric in this report is the Area Access Index (AAl), a combination of

ANGST+ model data and accessibleatural space analysisincorporating a 15 minute

walking time via a publicly-accessible route The AAI also factorsin the amount of

natural space per per®n and buffers used in the ANGST+ modelof at | east 0.5
hectare within 200mi, Tat | east 2 hectare wi
1 k mithis buffering creates a weighting system that reduces skewing of the results by

access to very small areas afiatural space within 15 minutesfivalk. A high AAl value

indicates good access taatural spacein a community.

The data were analysed at two different geographic units:local authority and
constituency, based on analysis at Lower Super Output Ared. SOA) the smallest area
unit generally used in official data TheAAl was also calculated for overall population
the population of disabled people,the population of minority ethnic people, and for
deprived communities (ranked in the lowest decile in the Index of Multiple
Deprivation) within a local authority or constituency.

Null values exist in the AAI disadvantage category, athis is calculated based on the
access tonatural space of LSOAs within the lowest decile of economic disadvantage. If
no LSOAs withinthe area are categorised as within the lowest decilef deprivation,

the value for that constituency or LSOA is Null. Constituencies with no LSOA#® the
bottom decile of disadvantage have been removedLocal area data does not include
disability, asdata about the number ofdisabled people is only available in local area
boundaries. Due to lack of data, the local area of the Isle of Scilly is also not present
within the dataset.

There are significantly more constituencies thanlocal authorities in England andthese
cover a smaller area, so there will be differences in the results due to the different
geographical scales being captured and analysed.

Our analysisof the mapping dataalsoutilises the Go v e r n nirelex pffitlsltiple

Deprivation datasets and the Legatuml nst i t ut eds UKwhihiochigeg r i t y |
an assessmenbf the quality of the local environment acrosslocal authorit ies. The

Legatum Institut e dm@ronment ranking is based on data oremissions,air pollution ,

forest, Land and Soiuality, looding andwater managementand waste

management?°

While this report highlights the ten most nature accessrich local areas and
constituencies and the ten most natureaccesspoor local areas and constituencies
according to this analysis, please note that the data areanperfect, especially when
national datasets are extrapolated to a local level, and this is not a definitive list.
However,these rankings are useful to analyse natinal and regional trends.

10 https://li.com/reports/uk -prosperity -index-2021/ (p62 for environment ranking)
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This research hasnappedaccess to naturewithin 15 minutesAvalk from home using
local community-level data from Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAsand local
authority level data, to create analysisand rankings for local authority and
constituency areas. Within this data we have looked at overall population, theL0% of
communities that are most deprived, ethnic minority anddisabled people.

Thefindings show that lack of access to naturds a prodem experienced nationwide,
and across all types of communities from the mostirban to the most rural, and across
all demographics.

Our mapping analysis aimed to rsteuptdrea c at
mapping approach as closely as possible using what is publicly known about their
methodology!!, and utilising the same datasets (see methodology for more detaipur
findings identified that at local community (LSOA) level, 64.7% ofthe population have
access tonatural spacewithin 15 minutesfwalk of home and 35.3% do not havenature
access near homdan average across881940 communities for which data was usable)
Thisi s compar abl e t deadgeedninfraatiuctukerstgtistia thad Breund
2 in 3 people in England have accesand 1 in 3 people do not have accest nature
within a 15 minute walk from home.

Thereported overall percentage of thepopulation with access to natural spacevaries
according to the data level which is analysedAt LSOA level the average proportion of
the population with out access to nature near home isalculated at35.3%, at
constituency level it is46.9%, and atlocal authority level it is 52.1%.The level of
accuracy is likely to be highest among the smallesinit area assessment LSOA.

Table 1. LSOA, constituency andocal authority average findings

District level Average % of Average % of Average Average
population with population with out | amount of amount of
access to nature access to nature natural space natural space
within a 15 min walk within a 15 min per district (m?2) | per person ()

walk

LSOAs 64.7% 35.3% 486,695 308

(31940)

Constituencies | 53.1% 46.9% 29,171,699 311

(533)

Local 47.9% 52.1% 50,481,987 447

authority

(308)

Looking at bothlocal authority level and at a smaller community levelve can see that
for a significant proportion of the country rates of access to nature areconsiderably
lower than the average.

11 https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2021/12/07/how _-natural-englands-green-infrastructure -framework -can-
help-create-better -placesto-live/
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More than half of local authorities assessed54% 165 of 308) were mapped as having

50% ormoreof t he popul ati on

w h o e ldcally, #ith aloven e

rate of 38% mapped at LSOA leve(12367 out of 32844 ). At local authority level our
mapping suggests thatin almost a third of local authorities (31%, 97 out of 308) more
than 70% of the population cannot acces®iature within 15 minutesfvalk of home.
Findings were similarat LSOA leve| with 26% of communities(8616 out of 32844
LSOAS9 having70% or more of the population who cannot access natur@ear home.

In identifying severe nature deprivation, 13% ofneighbourhoods (4354 out of 32844
LSOAS9 werefound to have more than 90% ofhouseholdswith no access tolocal
nature, with a lower rate of 2%found at local authority level. And 3% of local
neighbourhoods (909 LSOAg were found to have no accessible natural space locally.

At the other end of the scalethere is a bigger differencebetween LSOA andocal
authority proportions mapped as being particularly nature accessrich. Only 11 out of
more than 308 local authorities were found to have 90% or more of households within
15 minutes-walk of nature. In LSOAsa much higher proportion of 40% (13209 out of
32844) have 90% or more of the population with access to nature The difference is
explainable by multiple LSOAs with highproportions of the population without nature
accessbringing the overall averagedown within the much larger local authorities
(which are on average more tharll00 times the size ofan LSOA).

Whether lo oking at LSOA level or atlocal authority level, there is a clear issuewith
access to nature. The average of 1 in 3 households missing out on access to natigre
worrying enough, butthe picture seems even more starkwvhen we consider that
around 3 in 10 communities have 70% of the population without local access to nature
andin more than 1 in 10 communities 90% of householdshave nolocal nature access.

Explaining differences in findings: Averages vary between
LSOA, constituency and local authority datasets due to the
Modifiable Areal Unit Problem (MAUP). MAUP refers to how
results of statistical analysis can vary depending on the size,
shape, and boundaries of the geographic units being ed. In
other words, the conclusions drawn from data analysis &n be
different depending on how the data is aggregated into
different geographic units. A good example is
gerrymandering. In the image on the right?, an area is split
by different boundaries to produce different outcomes.

In the case of LSOA, constituency, and local authorities,
boundaries were not drawn deliberately to achieve this
effect, but do so more or less by chance. In this analysis, the
smallest geographical area (LSOAS), are most likely to be
accurate, due to a smaller chance of dissimilar areas being
grouped together within a single boundary. Smaller areas
generally contain less variation than larger areas.

Gerrymandering: drawing different maps
for electoral districts produces different outcomes

Disproportionate Outcomes
"gerrymandering”

50 Precincts
60% Blue
40% Yellow

[l
5 DISTRICTS
3 Yellow

5 DISTRICTS
5 Blue
2 Blue
Yellow wins
majority

0 vellow
Elue wins all.

Proportionate Outcomes

50 Precincts

apportioned
into

5 districts,

10 precincts

per district.

5 DISTRICTS

5 DISTRICTS

2 vellow 2 Yellow
Blue and yellow win

in proportion to their voting.

12 M.boli, CC B¥SA 4.0https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by -sa/4.0 , via Wikimedia Commons
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Nature access issues crossqg the urban-rural divide

The provision of publicly accessiblegreen and blue spacesvithin a 15 minute walk of
home varieswidely across EnglandRecentRamblersitesearch found significant
limitations on right to roam in the countryside, with muchsmaller gaps between urban
and rural access than might be expecte.’® Similarly we have found issues with nature
access across urban and rural areas alikevith semirural and rural areas appearing in
the ten worst-ranked areas foraccess to nature.

Most nature access-poor areas

Map 1: Access to nature (by Area Access Index) acrosscal authorities in England

13 https://beta.ramblers.org.uk/support -us/expand-freedom-roam
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