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Levelling up and building back better must be delivered in a way 
which delivers both a health and economic recovery.

The current COVID-19 health crisis has highlighted some key challenges and inequalities of urban 
living. In particular, the provision of and access to urban green infrastructure for urban dwellers.

As our cities and towns thrive, in recent years it has become clear that urban greenspace and 
nature has a proven impact on our physical health and wellbeing, both by offering us the space to 
exercise and relax and contributing to tackling climate change. 

Commissioned by the National Trust and partners of the Future Parks Accelerator, this review by 
Vivid Economics and Barton Willmore, utilises Greenkeeper, a newly developed tool to quantify 
the very real social and economic benefits a programme of urban greenspace would deliver to 
local communities.

The programme shows how a series of greenspace interventions focused within some of the UK’s 
most deprived urban neighbourhoods, where there are clear and significant gaps, would support a 
recovery which levels up health inequalities and supports struggling local economies. 

This report demonstrates how a £5.5bn capital investment in this programme, would deliver 
£200bn in physical health and wellbeing benefits to these most disadvantaged communities, in 
tandem with the active travel, biodiversity, carbon capture and air quality enhancements green 
infrastructure provides in support of our journey towards net zero. 
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Our approach

To identify those areas of most need, we looked at the UK’s major towns and cities and mapped 
areas of significant greenspace under-provision and greenspaces which were underperforming. 

Overlaying the UK’s most deprived neighbourhoods, it was clear that many of these urban ‘grey’ 
areas, lay directly within those communities most in need. 

Using Greenkeeper data, we were able to identify and cost a programme of intervention which 
would deliver maximum return on investment, most significantly though the physical health and 
wellbeing value generated for local communities. 

The work uses robust, empirically based estimates, developed in collaboration with the University 
of Exeter medical school.

There are significant additional benefits of urban green infrastructure not included in this initial 
assessment, namely active travel; air cooling and cleaning; carbon sequestration; flood risk 
reduction; all of which would enhance the benefit cost ratios.
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Three investment programmes are proposed 
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We have specifically looked at three types of interventions:

Upgrading key existing parks and greenspaces – Some of the key greenspaces within these 
deprived neighbourhoods are hugely underperforming. We identified some key basic facility 
upgrades which could be applied and deliver a more usable greenspace for all members of the 
local community. 

Greening urban neighbourhoods – Where green infrastructure is lacking we have proposed 
the creation of new parks and green streets to provide connected green infrastructure that 
broadens accessibility and use for all. 

Creating large scale regional parks and forests in the urban fringe – Connected to the city, 
these spaces would offer millions of people access to explore and play in the wild, natural 
spaces, without the need of a car.



Levelling Up 1 – Upgrading key existing parks and greenspaces

Through national research, we have identified some 9,200 underperforming parks in 
neighbourhoods across the UK’s towns and cities. People across Great Britain are missing out on 
500 million potential park visits a year due to these spaces being poorly-equipped i.e. lacking basic 
facilities such as a toilet, play area or café.

Through a programme of upgrades, everyone of these some 20 million people could have access 
to enhanced facilities at a costing £1.1 billion capital investment (plus an annual ongoing 
commitment of £35m/year).

As a result, residents in these neighbourhoods would secure, through visits to these enhanced 
spaces, £3 billion per year in physical health benefits through disease prevention (e.g. diabetes, 
circulatory disease, some cancers) and over £7 billion per year in wellbeing.

Using Green Book compliant methods and strong empirical evidence, Greenkeeper estimates that 
for every £1 of this investment made, £100 of benefits will be generated over 30 years. 

In addition, some 7,000 jobs would be involved in construction and 1,000 permanent jobs would 
be created, mostly within these specific neighbourhoods.
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Investment programme 2 is focused on the 20% most deprived urban areas 
of GB (red), and the next 20% most deprived urban areas (orange)



Levelling Up 2a – Greening Urban Neighbourhoods by providing 
new greenspaces where green infrastructure is missing

We identified 295 urban deprived neighbourhoods in the UK which are missing out on the benefits 
of green infrastructure visits due to lack of accessible greenspace provision. 

Through a building programme, we believe 155 new neighbourhood parks in these areas, at a cost 
of £0.4 billion capital investment (plus £6m per year for maintenance and operation), would 
generate some 6 million new park visits a year. 

As a result, some 440,000 residents in these neighbourhoods, many of whom are our key workers, 
would secure £34 million per year in physical health (diabetes, circulatory disease, some cancers) 
and £59 million per year in wellbeing benefits through visits to these new greenspaces, as well as 
£12 million per year in general amenity for local residents.

Using Green Book compliant methods and strong empirical evidence, Greenkeeper estimates that 
for every £1 invested, £4 of benefits will be generated over 30 years. 

In addition, some 2,500 jobs would be involved in construction and 180 permanent jobs would be 
created, nearly all in these specific neighbourhoods.
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Composition of new 
neighbourhood park for 
which costs were estimated



Levelling Up 2b - Greening Urban Neighbourhoods by providing 
greener streets

Through our analysis of 3,500 of the UK’s most deprived neighbourhoods (bottom four deciles on 
the Index of Multiple Deprivation), we have identified some 10,000km of streets where street 
trees or a street park would offer significant green connectivity. Green streets that encourage and 
facilitate active travel and visits to wider green infrastructure.

A capital investment of £2.5 billion (plus £47m in maintenance and operations per annum) would 
provide all these neighbourhoods with street trees and 600 neighbourhoods with street parks. 

As a result some 15 million people would benefit from the proximity of these green streets and 
street parks to their homes, green connectivity to other greenspaces and the opportunities this 
presents for active travel.

Greenkeeper therefore estimates that this proximity and accessibility would deliver some £390 
million per year in wellbeing benefits for these deprived neighbourhoods and a further £180 
million/year in general amenity. They would also benefit from the air pollution quality 
improvements these changes would deliver. 

Using Green Book compliant methods and strong empirical evidence, Greenkeeper estimates that 
for every £1 invested, £3 of benefits would be generated over 30 years. 

In addition, some 16,000 jobs would be involved in construction and 1,300 permanent jobs would 
be created, nearly all in deprived areas.
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Illustration of a Street Park
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Levelling Up 3 - Creating large scale regional parks on the urban 
fringe

Reviewing the mapped information regarding green infrastructure, it is evident that most cities do 
not have immediate access to our national parks. As a result very few urban dwellers can access 
large, nature-rich areas without a car. By creating ten new peri-urban regional parks for the public, 
in the green belt, we can bring some of the main benefits of national parks to the doorsteps of ten 
UK cities.

A capital investment of £1.4 billion (plus maintenance and operating costs of £200m/year) would 
deliver 750 km2 of new parks and serves some 7 million people.

These new peri-urban parks would generate £600 million per year in health benefits while also 
contributing some 8% of the national tree-planting target, and therefore making a significant 
contribution to the challenges of achieving net zero carbon and securing flood risk mitigation.

Using Green Book compliant methods and strong empirical evidence, Greenkeeper estimates that 
for every £1 invested, £2 of health and amenity benefits will be generated over 30 years. 

In addition, these proposals would generate some 13,500 jobs would be involved in construction 
and 3,800 permanent jobs, many of which would be directly in the deprived neighbourhoods 
themselves.
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Physical figures across all programmes

3,500 deprived neighbourhoods will benefit

• 10,000 km of streets planted with trees

• 155 new neighbourhood and 600 street parks created

Improved access for

• 20 million people to upgraded green spaces

• 15 million people to new neighbourhood green spaces and greener streets

• 7 million people to a national park experience

In addition, across Great Britain

• 9,200 parks upgraded

• 750 km2 of peri-urban parks created, giving active and public transport access to a national park experience 
for 7 million people
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Economic figures across all four programmes
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1. Parks Upgrade
2a. Green 

Neighbourhoods:
new parks

2b. Green 
Neighbourhoods:

street trees & street 
parks

3. Regional Parks
Total of all 

programmes

Capital spend (£m) 1,200 400 2,500 1,400 5,451

Annual maintenance 
and operational spend 

(£m/year)
35 6 47 188 275

Annual health benefits 
(£m/year)

10,000 93 390 560 11,379

Annual amenity 
benefits (£m/year)

N/A 12 180 20 210

Annual other benefits 
(£m/year)

3 0.05 N/A 15 18

Net present value 
2020-2050 (in £bn for 

30-year period)
190 1.4 7.1 6.1 204

Benefit-cost ratio 100:1 3.8:1 3.1:1 2.3:1 20:1

Temporary 
(permanent) jobs 

created
7,300 (1,000) 2,500 (180) 16,000 (1,300) 13,500 (3,800) 40,000 (6,300)



Method notes

Greenkeeper tool used to process the data and calculations part funded by Innovate UK and with a government advisory group.

The figures relate to urban areas in England plus Cardiff, Newport, Swansea, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Dundee and Aberdeen.

Based on robust statistical models from the Monitoring Engagement with the Natural Environment Survey, a representative survey of 50,000 
people/year which allows predictions to be made at neighbourhood level with confidence.

Data on existing greenspace and features from Ordnance Survey.

Valuation of health impacts from peer reviewed academic literature or in preparation for submission for peer review journal publication, in 
collaboration with Exeter University.

Costings based on bottom up engineering estimates by Barton Willmore.

Data on deprivation from ONS.

In comparison, the benefit cost ratio (BCR) for Crossrail was 2.1:1
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