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The role of green spaces and green infrastructure

Source: European Commission (2013)

• Green spaces: an area of vegetated land within 
the urban fabric, predominantly designed for 
recreational use

• Blue spaces: spaces with water as the main 
focus, either marine or freshwater

• Green infrastucture: strategically planned 
network of natural and semi-natural areas 
designed and managed to deliver ecosystem 
services.

• In urban areas, features may include parks, 
gardens, green walls and roofs […]



Health benefits of green spaces

• High quality natural environments directly support health 
and well-being.

• Growing evidence of specific health outcomes from 
exposure to green spaces, including in terms of chronic 
disease, mental health, reduced obesity, and maternal and 
fetal outcomes.

• Several pathways through which natural environments 
deliver benefits:

• Physical exercise

• Relaxation and restoration

• Social cohesion

• Support of the immune system

Source: EEA (2020)



Who benefits most from green spaces?
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Children

• Active play: motor skills, reduced obesity risk

• Memory, attentiveness, learning abilities

• Social activities

The elderly

• Physical activity, cardiovascular health

• Reduced heat-related mortality

• Lower risk of isolation and depression

Lower socioeconomic status groups

• Reduced stress and improved mental health

Migrants/asylum seekers

• Social integration



Pathways for green spaces’ impacts on health



Biodiversity and health-related ecosystem services

Source: WHO (2021)



Green spaces in the context of climate change adaptation 

Types of adaptation actions most frequently planned by cities in Europe. Source: CDP (2019) 



EEA’s recent work on green spaces and human health

• 2013 EEA-JRC Report on Environment and Human Health

• Initial exploration of health benefits of green infrastructure and access to green spaces 

• 2020 EEA Report on Healthy Environment, Healthy Lives

• Further explores health benefits of exposure to green and blue spaces

• Identifies ongoing knowledge gaps in areas including zoonotic diseases, inequalities in 
access to green spaces, human microbiome etc. 

• 2021 EEA Briefing on Who Benefits from Nature in Cities?

• Highlights uneven provision of publicly accessible green spaces across European cities, 
and lower degrees of greening in communities of lower socio-economic status.



Copernicus Land Monitoring Service – Urban Atlas



Copernicus Urban Atlas data and urban green spaces

Source: Maes et al. (2019)



How green are European cities (EEA-38)?

Average proportion of city area,

based on Copernicus data:

Green infrastructure: 42% 

Tree cover: 30% 

Green urban areas*:  < 3%

* public/accessible parks, gardens etc

https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/dashboards/urban-green-infrastructure-2018
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/dashboards/urban-tree-cover
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/dashboards/urban-green-infrastructure-2018


Green space provision varies across Europe

Cáceres
96%

Trnava
7%

Total green infrastructure Green urban areas in capitals



Green space presence and quality varies within cities

Neighbourhoods of lower socioeconomic status tend to have 
less green space and of poorer quality.

Vulnerable groups may be disadvantaged due to lack 
of appropriate design.
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Access to green spaces and health: a study from Ireland  
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Source: EEA (2020)



Ensuring green space provision and quality through policy

EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030

• Importance of urban greening and nature restoration

EU Adaptation Strategy

• Focus on nature-based solutions

EU Green Infrastructure Strategy

• Benefits of green spaces in fighting social isolation

Green City Accord 

• Cities pledge to increase extent and quality of green areas
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Guidance on ensuring adequate access

World Health Organisation (WHO, 2017)

• Access to 0.5-1ha green space within 300m

Varying guidance across European countries
and cities, little focus on vulnerable groups

3-30-300 rule (IUCN Urban Alliance)

• See at least 3 trees

• At least 30% of tree cover in every neighbourhood

• Access to nearest park or green space within 300m
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https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/342289/Urban-Green-Spaces_EN_WHO_web3.pdf
https://iucnurbanalliance.org/promoting-health-and-wellbeing-through-urban-forests-introducing-the-3-30-300-rule/


Examples of improving access to green spaces

• Greening low-income neighbourhoods (Antwerp, Malmö)

• Greening of schoolyards (Paris, Flanders)

• Therapeutic gardens (Tallinn, Zagreb)

• Opening up access to private space (Getxo)

• Integration through food growing (Berlin, Genova)

© City of Malmö

© Tallinn Botanic Garden - Erge Jõgela

© Orto Collective

© Ville de Paris — Laurent Bourgogne

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/garden-streets-project-2018tuinstraten2019-in
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/greening-of-built-up-neighbourhood
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/oasis-school-grounds-programme-in
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/green-schoolyards-in-flemish-brabant-belgium
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/garden-for-the-senses-in
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/therapeutic-garden-and-urban-regeneration
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/opening-an-urban-park-to
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/urban-community-gardens-in-berlin-germany
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/diverse-collective-garden-project-2014
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Thank you!

email: dario.piselli@eea.europa.eu
phone: +45 51202303

www.eea.europa.eu


