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Urban green spaces: natural and usabie?

Aleksandra E. Kazmierczak, Philip james

Executive Summary

This paper investigates the potential of urban green spaces in socialiy Qxciucfeﬁ areas of Greater Manchester, UK
to simultaneously support biodiversity and provide usable space for people. The results, based on a survey of 80
sites, indicate that the exomined sites range from habitat-rich and natural to mzenseiy managed and monotonous,
They do not provide sufficient recreational facilities, in particular for the most vulnerable groups: children, eiderly and
teenagers.The facilities are ciustered in several sites and assodatﬂf’ with good maintenance, reflecting a growing dis-
crepancy between excellent parks and sites of poor quality, prone to negiect-and vandalism. Furthermore, negative
correlations between the naturalness of sites and their maintenance and presence of facilities impiy the separation

of recregtional activities from contact with nature. The authors propose actions that could help bring nature closer

to beople and people cioser to nature.

introduction

Traditionally urban green spaces were planned
and managed for their recreational and aesthetic
vaiue. However, a considerable body of research
has recently proven the potential of green sites In
cities to sustain biodiversity and to contribute to
wider human well-being.

Two factors influence the biodiversity in ur-
ban green sites: |} habitat diversicy {(Sandstrdom
et al., 2006), which provides ecological niches for
different animals (Livingston et ai., 2003); and 2}
the naturalness of habitats, allowing for specialist
species’ presence (Alvey, 2006).

Green spaces have also been proven vital to
the physical and mental health of the main urban
species: humans {e.g. Kaplan and Kapian, 198%;Ta-
kano et al, 2002). Predominantly free and accessi-
ble, they also improve social weli-being, providing
room for informal interaction of peopie from dif-
ferent backgrounds {Gehi, 1987). Green spaces’
potential to deliver these benefits is the greatest
when they are “usabie” clean, weli maintained, safe
and equipped with facilities meeting the needs of
all age groups (Green Flag Award, nd}.

This paper reports on one aspect of wider
investigation into green spaces characteristics
in the socially excluded areas of Greater Man-
chester, UK in order to investigate, whether the
hansfits for nature and pef‘pie can be deliverad
STYRIEB ReOUS e o yeban

. Methodoiogy

2.5 million people in the
north st of England. After the collapse of the
manufacturing industries the arez has suffered
from high levels of unemployment and income
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ineauality, followed by community disintegration
manifested by, for example, high levels of crime
(Ravetz, 2000} This research focuses on the “so-
cially excluded” areas where such probiems are
concentrated.

A random ten per cent sample of all formal
and informal green spaces (identified on aerial
ohotographs; Gill et al., 2007) located within 2
“walkable” 300 metre distance from these areas
(Handley et al,, 2003) was selected. The resuitant
80 sites were surveyed in order to address their
potential to support biodiversity and usability to
people,

Twenty-one habitat types were recorded and
assigned a naturalness value (n) between | and 6
{considering management intensity and freedom
of succession) {Table 1}. Habitat diversity was cai-
culated using standard formula for the Shannon
index. Naturalness index was calculated as the
sum of multiplying the proportion of a given ha-
bitat type by its naturalness (n}; therefore ranging
between | and é.

The usability of sites for people was assessed

n | Habitat

I | Bare ground; Sport field grass; Mown grass; Arable

2 | Pastoral; Horticulture

3 | Long grass; Park landscape - scattered trees; Park lfandscape
- dense trees

4 1 Wall communiti
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E Long grass: anasfieros: Shrubs: Floatng 1ean parvs
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yCruret. woodiand Semi-structired woodiang: Dead wooa; |
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based on |} presence of 23 types of recreational
facilities, »7 2 otal sue and divided according to

2
the use by three age groups (Table 2}, and 2} as-

{31



TR < g s
el ] = FEIN o]
o w o | = W o o) il ey v o 2
= el H 5 k= o3 = | =
ElElel 58828l i 18108 e =
Sl=]oew|lw | B2l3 5% w8 ER Il L L] E e 2 8
o =3 = = ol wl o = Ll v = = o & o
b D= = IR E-R Y 1) ol v i< D] A x ) [ I 60 ol el
b0 | @ 3 c Ll & cl o |ixX1=S]|E [ERE FE = 3 c = vl ol B | -
>~ e} c oo | x| et e " =] = == Py [e) 17 = c | =] =
Floigl2lglgigigiglsidldigielslzsi£iR|lelg1818le8
Al iU FIU @& o]0 Tl | 12 OO &
Ch | x X X {x Ix b X 7
4 X X X X X x |7
Te x | x |
B I 4 X —’ } ) X J X kx X ' X | x X x { I 10

fab. Z: Recreational facilives
- Eiderly). In bold — facilities specific for only one age group.
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sessment of the maintenance of sites, using seven
indicators: presence of streetlamps and litterbins,
absence of graffit, litter, dog fouling, fly-tipping and
vandalism. Each of elements was scored as 0, | or
2 according to its condition; the maximum main-
tenance score was {4. The associations between
variables were analysed using Spearman’s Rank
Correlation (R }.

3 Results

Of the 80 sites selected for the survey only
58 sites were accessible to the public; these were
analysed.Their size varied form 0.4 ha (small park)
to over 280 ha {accessible countryside). The rotal
area of accessible sites was [642.5 ha.

3.} Biodiversity

The dominant habitat, due to the presence
of several large accessible agricultural areas, was
pasture (40.0%), followed by mown grass (7.9%),
shrub (7.6%), tall grasses and herbs (7.0%), well-
structured  woodland  (6.4%), semi-structured
woodland {5.4%} and arable habitat (5.3%). The
most widespread habitat was shrubs, present in
52 of the 58 sites, followed by tall grasses and
herbs (48 sites), mown grass (40 sites), grasses,
herbs and colonising shrubs (39 sites), well-struc-
tured woodland (38}, semi-structured woodland
and dead wood (37 sites). Remaining habitats
were present in less than half of the sites.

The number of habitats per site varied bet-
ween 2 and 16.The mean number of habitats was
8.05 (SD=3.29). The,median. was 8. There, wasa:
SIgMTICANT. DOSITIvE, Corralation: betwean the: site
arez and:the habitar numsber (R =0:324] p<@.05)
The Shannon diversity index ranged (0.021- 2,37
and was wealdy. correiated. with the site area
R=0.2245 p>05%,

'he most mtensery managea habitatsgn=+}
constituted 14.4% of the total surveyed area; as
the second naturalness category amounted to
40.9%, over 55% of the total sites” area was in-
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and weir relevance to user groups (Ch — children; Tz reenagers; £f

tensely managed. Categories 3 and 4 constituted
respectively 5.8% and 5.5% of the total area. The
most natural two categories constituted [4.4%
(n=5) and 18.9% {n=6}, therefore one third of the
total area of sites can be seen as very natural. The
naturalness index varied between .22 and 5.75,
the mean being 3.52 (SD=1.24) and the median
3.69, indicating the high average naturainess of
the assessed sites. Naturalness of sites was posi-
tively associated with the Shannon diversity index
(R,=0.440, p<0.01), yet there was only weak po-
sitive correlation between naturalness index and

112, p>0.05),

oo

the site area (R =

3.2 Usability

No recreational facilicies were recorded on
36% of sites and another 24% of sites had only
one such facility Only three sites have more
than ten different facilities. The mean number of
facilities was 2.67 {S8D=3.38), the median was |
which indicates a right-skewed distribution of
the number of facilities. There was no significant
correlation between the number of facilities and
the site area. The most common facilities were
benches (present in 23 out of 58 sites), football
pitches and good quality paths (19 sites) and
playgrounds (!5) followed by bowling ereens
(12},

Only in the case
er of sites providing

of teenagers did the numb-
facilicies exceed 50% of the

total site number; however, if football pitches are
excluded, this number falls down to 25. Low mean
and median values of facilidies for all investigated
age groups indicate a strongseright-skewed. dis-..o.
tribution: {Taile
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ties.ofnan provigedior aliage groups:

The mean. maintemance scors.
(SD=2.17) and the madian was 8, indicating a left
skewed distribution of results and, therefore, im-

was,, .86

plying the overall good state of the surveyed sites.
Fly-tipping and graffiti seriously affected only §



No. of Mean no. Median Standard
sites with of facilities deviation
facilities
Childreen | 25 1.52 0 12.07
Teenagers | 33 1.03 | 121
Elderly 31 1.29 0 h72

5 facilities f

v different

sites, and vandalism and severe dog fouling were
even rarer. Litter in moderate amounts was pre-
sent on majority of sites, and the litter bins were
present on oniy 29 sites. Streetlamps were pre-
sent on |2 of the 58 sites, and on only four were
they in a good state of repair therefore potentially
affecting the perceprion of site safety at night. The
maintenance of sites was positively correlated
(o =

with the number of facilicies (R =0.363, p<0.05}.
=2 Association between usability and
biodiversity

s

There were significant negative associations
between the naturalness of sites and their main-
tenance (R =-0.41[;p<0.0!) and between naturai-
ness and the recreational faciliies number (R =-
0.228; p>0.05}. Habitats diversity was negatively
associated with maintenance (R =-0.147; p>0.05)
and positively with the facilities number (R =0.08%:
p>0.05}.

4 Discussion

The surveyed sites in this study are a balanced
mixture of very intensely managed and semi-
matural habitats; the most natural ones, while
not dominant in coverage, are actually the most
widespread. VVhile these results only partly
correspond with McKinney’s (2006) theory of
homogenisation of urban habitats promoting
generalists worldwide, the positive correlation
between diversity and naturainess of habitats
indicates 3 large discrepancy between individual
sites in terms of their potential to support
biodiversity.

The results show positive correlation between

presence of facilities and the maintenance of sites.
This can be explained by more frequent or intense
use of the well-equipped areas whar discourages

antisocial behaviour. The resuits also confirm the
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ping (here confirmed by the negative correlation

between naturalness and maintenance). Conse-
guently, there are few opportunities for contact

with nature in an environment that is ciean, well
maintained and offers “something o do”; conver
sely, the spaces managed for recreation have little
biodiversity potential.

The agetng demographic wrend, increasing in-
come inequality and further ethnic and cultural
diversification of sociery indicate a growing need
for such “excluded groups™ to be integrated into
society {(Yvard Thompson. 2002). One way to
achieve this is by provision of good quality green
spaces. Yetr the results presented here indicate
that the recreational facilities’ provision, in the
areas of Greater Manchester where the “exciu-
ded” people reside, is not satisfactory, especially
for the most vulnerable age groups. For example,
the presence of teenagers on streets is penalised,
yet in some areas they have simply nowhere else
to go. While provision of teenagers’ facilities in
green spaces may put off orher, easily intimidated,
users such as elderly (Burgess, 1995}, co-presence
of different age groups, facilitated by appropriate
equipment and design of green spaces, can help
them to de-mystify each other and build stronger
community ties (Owens, 1997}

in light of these findings the management prac-
tice should, firstly, focus on increasing biodiversity
in all green spaces in & manner compatible with
their function for humans (Alvey, 2008} by the
introduction or expansion of more natural habi-
tats, e.g. shrubs, tall grasses and herbs, and allow-
ing for succession processes to take place. Some
of the parks in Greater Manchester have airea-
dy set aside small proportions of their areas for
wildflower meadows. Secondly, the more natural
areas can be “tamed” by placing some recreatio-
nal facilities there (e.g. benches and playgrounds,
accompanied by streetlamps and litter bins) and
improving safety by providing warden or citizen
patrols (Loewen er al, 1993). Above ali, the lo-
cal residents need to be invoived in the changes;
even the best designed and managed green space
is worthless if it does not reflect the wants and
needs of their users,

E Conclusion
The results indicate large discrepancies within

potential to support biodiversity as well as usability
of sites. Furthermore, the nature:

seoble-
ziated

LERAn

ST M OYE e

5, WV R T T

ocal planners, green space designers

and managers, as well as iocal communitias, aiming
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at joint delivery of usability and biodiversity
targets.
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