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INTRODUCTION

202.744.

An Introduction to the Outdoors as a
Health Solution

Across the United States, the connection between nature and human health
is becoming clearer. From physical activity to mental well-being, time spent
outdoors supports healthier lives at every age. Yet, many communities face
significant barriers to regular, safe access to nature — from lack of green
space to policy blind spots.

Spending time outdoors is a critical health behavior. Access to the outdoors
offers countless health benefits across all ages, activities, and regions.
Some of these benefits include improved cognitive function, reduced stress
and anger, increased physical activity, and better relationship-building in
children. However, most Americans currently spend very little time outside,
with communities of color and low-income populations far more likely to live
in neighborhoods with little to no access to nature.

Figure 1: The health benefits and opportunities of increasing outdoor access. Source: National Caucus

of Environmental Legislators (NCEL).
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https://www.ncelenviro.org/issue/outdoor-engagement/
https://medium.com/building-h/a-survey-of-modern-life-outdoor-time-3a99d9fa3acb
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-nature-gap/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/articles/get-outdoors-day-2024-how-states-are-using-outdoor-access-to-boost-public-health/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/articles/get-outdoors-day-2024-how-states-are-using-outdoor-access-to-boost-public-health/
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INTRODUCTION

How This Briefing Book Can Help

The goal of this briefing book is to provide practical examples and insights that can help integrate nature into public
health, education, planning, and environmental policy in a realistic and accessible way. It shares real-world case studies,
summarizes relevant research, and outlines policy tools that local and state governments are already using to improve
community health through nature. While the examples included range from early childhood to older adults, the throughline
is consistent: outdoor access supports health, resilience, and equity. And it can be advanced through practical, bipartisan

strategies.

Opportunities and Challenges

Across the U.S., physical inactivity, chronic
disease, and mental health challenges are rising. At
the same time:

e One in three Americans lacks access to a park
within a 10-minute walk.

e Mental health conditions are a leading cause of
disability for youth and adults under 50.

e Screen time and social isolation continue to rise
across generations.

Outdoor access presents a low-cost, high-return
intervention in multiple dimensions. Nature
supports:

e Cardiovascular _and musculoskeletal health
through active transportation and recreation, such
as biking, walking, hiking, running, and more.

e Mental health by reducing stress, improving mood,
and increasing social connections.

e (limate resilience and public safety through
cooling, flood mitigation, and cleaner air.

These challenges affect people across all
demographics, though their impacts are often
magnified in under-resourced communities. At a time
when budgets are tight and public health demands
are growing, leveraging the outdoors as a solution can
meet a wide array of goals.
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Outdoor Health Benefits

Scientific and public health research increasingly supports
the link between nature and health:

e Mental Health: A U.S.-based cohort study found
that children with higher nearby green space had
significantly lower anxiety and depression symptoms.
Among adults, proximity to parks is linked with reduced
psychological distress and greater life satisfaction.

e Physical Activity: People with access to nearby green
space are more likely to meet daily physical activity
recommendations and physical activity benchmarks.

e Community Health: Urban tree canopy and
neighborhood greening can reduce heat exposure
and related health risks, especially in hotter, under-
resourced areas.

¢ Longevity and Recovery: Hospital patients with views
of trees recovered faster; older adults with nearby parks
report higher life satisfaction and reduced isolation.

In addition, time in natural environments has been
associated with reduced stress hormones, increased
attention span in children, and lower obesity rates. These
effects tend to be amplified in areas with historically limited
access to green space, suggesting that outdoor access
investments can help close disparities in health outcomes.

Importantly, even small or nearby spaces - like tree-lined
sidewalks, community gardens, or schoolyards — can
provide meaningful benefits. The consistency and proximity
of exposure matter as much as the scale.


https://10minutewalk.org/
https://www.nami.org/mental-health-by-the-numbers/
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/social-media-and-mental-health-in-children-and-teens
https://newsroom.heart.org/news/increasing-active-transportation-and-improving-health-starts-with-bettering-built-environments
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2020/04/nurtured-nature
https://www.worldwildlife.org/resources/explainers/what-are-nature-based-solutions-and-how-can-they-help-us-address-climate-change/
https://echochildren.org/research-summaries/echo-study-suggests-living-near-green-space-is-associated-with-lower-anxiety-and-depression-in-preschool-age-kids/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4049158/
https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/activepeoplehealthynation/everyone-can-be-involved/parks-recreation-and-green-spaces.html
https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/activepeoplehealthynation/everyone-can-be-involved/parks-recreation-and-green-spaces.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6557046/
https://www.epa.gov/heatislands/benefits-trees-and-vegetation
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11282124/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11282124/
https://www.cma.ca/latest-stories/trees-health-care-ally-how-medical-facilities-are-using-plants-heal-patients-and-planet
https://www.cma.ca/latest-stories/trees-health-care-ally-how-medical-facilities-are-using-plants-heal-patients-and-planet
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6862387/
https://www.uclahealth.org/news/article/7-health-benefits-spending-time-nature
https://chadd.org/attention-article/green-time-for-adhd/
https://chadd.org/attention-article/green-time-for-adhd/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11585820/
https://www.tpl.org/parks-promote-health-report
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OUTDOORS FOR ONE HEALTH

Overview

The health of humans is deeply tied to the health of animals and the environment. When human development comes at
the expense of animal and environmental health, it can have serious consequences for human health. These impacts can
be direct, like increasing the risk of zoonotic diseases, those that spread from animals to humans (like COVID-19). Some
health impacts are indirect, such as losing ecosystem services, the direct and indirect benefits ecosystems provide to
humans. Likewise, as biodiversity increases, the human health benefits of time outdoors also increase. States are
well-situated to use a One Health approach — including in outdoor recreation and access — to promote coexistence be-
tween humans, animals, and the environment.

One Health Policy Options

¢ Waterway One Health: “Do Not Consume” advisories,
or warnings about fish that are unsafe to eat due to
environmental pollution, are a potent reminder of One
Health in outdoor recreation. Alabama H.B.14/S.B.45
would make fishing safer and easier by creating and
posting do not consume advisories on impacted
waterways.

e Healthy Trail Planning: Balancing motorized and
non-motorized trails to minimize impact on wildlife also
increases the safety and health benefits of trails for
humans. Minnesota H.F.2791 would require motorized

trails to be planned to prevent impact on wildlife while He|p State Agencies
maximizing benefits for humans. CO"aborate for one Health

State agencies can collaborate around one
health to maximize human Social Determinants of
Health, non-medical factors that influence human
health. Oregon H.B.4128 connects Health,
Public Safety, Agriculture, and Fish & Wildlife
agencies to improve monitoring, prevention,
and response to zoonotic diseases. Missouri

« Wildlife Corridors: Conserving and restoring wildlife
corridors is critical for combating biodiversity loss
and promoting outdoor access. Shared pedestrian
and bike trails in wildlife corridors, like Florida’s (CS/
S.B.106) new trail network, protect critical conservation
areas while providing transportation and recreation
opportunities

 Balanced Outdoor Lighting: Outdoor lighting offers H.B.3020 (See SEC 20.135 and SEC 20.610)
important safety and access benefits for humans, appropriates over $182 million for the design
but excessive outdoor light impacts both human and and construction of a multi-agency One Health
wildlife circadian rhythms, behaviors, and mental Laboratory Campus, creating collaborative and
health. lllinois S.B.2763 sets guidance for wildlife- and research resources for agencies to promote
human-friendly outdoor lighting, including at recreation human and ecosystem health.
sites.
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https://www.cdc.gov/one-health/about/about-zoonotic-diseases.html
https://www.climatehubs.usda.gov/ecosystem-services
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsbl.2007.0149
https://www.cdc.gov/one-health/about/index.html
https://alison.legislature.state.al.us/files/pdf/SearchableInstruments/2024RS/HB14-int.pdf
https://alison.legislature.state.al.us/files/pdf/SearchableInstruments/2024RS/SB45-int.pdf
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=House&f=HF2791&ssn=0&y=2023
https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2023/106
https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2023/106
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=2763&GAID=17&DocTypeID=SB&LegId=151523&SessionID=112&GA=103
https://www.cdc.gov/about/priorities/why-is-addressing-sdoh-important.html
https://www.cdc.gov/about/priorities/why-is-addressing-sdoh-important.html
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2022R1/Measures/Overview/HB4128
https://house.mo.gov/BillContent.aspx?bill=HB3020&year=2023&code=R%20
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OUTDOORS FOR MENTAL HEALTH

Overview

Time spent outdoors supports and improves mental health at all ages, increasing happiness, reducing stress, decreasing
sleep deprivation, and reducing symptoms of ADHD, PTSD, depression, and anxiety. Restoring access to the outdoors
can reduce the mental health impacts of climate change, promote hope for the future, and reduce fear and stress about

climate change.

Mental Health Policy Options

Gardening at Home: Gardening is one of the most
effective outdoor interventions for mental health. lllinois
H.B.3892 allows the housing development authority to
create incentives for affordable housing projects that
incorporate urban and suburban gardening programs, and
[llinois H.B.633 allows homes to garden in front yards.

Parks Passes for Recovery: New Hampshire S.B.387
would establish a 3-year pilot program for state park passes
for recovery centers and community mental health centers.
Washington, South Dakota, and other states offer free park
passes through health providers.

State Land As a Healthcare Resource: The New York
Outdoor Rx Act (A.8094A) requires a review of veterans’
abilities to access state parks, lands, and facilities,
especially for outdoor therapies. Up to two-thirds of post-
9/11 veterans have a diagnosable mental health condition.

Help State Parks Prevent Suicide: State parks may
be higher risk areas for suicide due to their remoteness,
access, opportunity, and for some, lack of familiarity. States
can support existing parks’ efforts to offer safe, welcoming
facilities by identifying higher-risk areas and installing
reasonable prevention solutions like signage or barriers,

art, and lighting.

Support State Parks Staff After Incidents: States can
also encourage that risk and incident management plans
include opportunities for staff to attend trainings on mental
health as well as offer post-incident support for impacted
state land and parks staff.

Extreme Heat and
Mental Health

Emergency room visits for mental health care
increase by 8% in the hottest days of summer,
and suicide rates rise by about 1% for every
1.8 degree F increase in temperature.
Neighborhoods with a history of redlining

can be up to 12.6 F degrees hotter than other
neighborhoods in the same city.

Environmental Justice Acts like Colorado
H.B.24-1338 allow states to identify
neighborhoods overburdened with heat
and restore greenspace, tree cover, and
other outdoor resources to reduce or
end health inequity. Alternatively, states
can study specific effects, like New York
A.10001B/S.08431 researched the impact
and distribution of heat islands.

202.744.1006 - ncelenviro.org « 1140 3rd St NE, Office 2137 « Washington, DC 20002


https://www.nwf.org/~/media/PDFs/Be%20Out%20There/BeOutThere_GreenTimeforSleepTimeReport_September2011.ashx
https://www.nwf.org/~/media/PDFs/Be%20Out%20There/BeOutThere_GreenTimeforSleepTimeReport_September2011.ashx
https://archive.nytimes.com/well.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/10/17/a-dose-of-nature-for-attention-problems/?_r=0
https://news.berkeley.edu/2016/05/31/awevswar/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827321002093
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6562165/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6562165/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827321002093
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827321002093
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocTypeID=HB&DocNum=3892&GAID=17&SessionID=112&LegID=149160
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=633&GAID=16&DocTypeID=HB&LegId=129106&SessionID=110&GA=102
https://www.gencourt.state.nh.us/bill_status/results.aspx?adv=2&txtbillno=SB387
https://parks.wa.gov/get-involved/programs/park-rx
https://healthysd.gov/park-rx-prescribe-a-day-in-the-park/
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/A8094
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953620307590
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2781717/
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5947a2.htm
https://dnr.illinois.gov/press-release.25408.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/769006/Preventing_suicides_in_public_places.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/769006/Preventing_suicides_in_public_places.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/policy/upload/RM-55_508.pdf
https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/products/ptsd-adults-trauma-interventions/research
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/fullarticle/2789481
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-018-0222-x
https://www.npr.org/2017/05/03/526655831/a-forgotten-history-of-how-the-u-s-government-segregated-america
https://www.apa.org/topics/climate-change/extreme-heat-warming-climate
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1338
https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?bn=A10001&term=2021
https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?term=2021&bn=S08431
https://www.epa.gov/heatislands
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OUTDOORS FOR PHYSICAL HEALTH

Overview

Time outdoors reduces heart rate, blood pressure, stress hormone levels, inflammation, and risk of vision loss, while
improving immune function, sleep quality, and much more. These policies explore ways to address challenging public
health crises through access to parks, green spaces, and active transportation, promoting physical well-being through

connection with the outdoors.

Physical Health Policy Options

Prescribe a Park: Vermont and South Dakota
empower healthcare providers to promote time
outdoors by prescribing free park passes, and Maine
L.D.1317 would study the use of state land in health
care.

Outdoor RX Grant Programs: Washington's
successful Parks RX pilot program (S.B.5292), the
new lllinois Outdoor RX program (H.B.1526), and
Arizona’s proposed Outdoor RX Program (S.B.1552)
provide guidance and funding to promote health
through outdoor access.

Encourage Active Transportation: Nearly 50%
of Americans would commute by bike if protected
bike lanes were available. Washington (S.B.5975)
is investing $1.3 billion in non-motorist safety with
bicycle-friendly federal funds, Tennessee (H.B.685/
S.B.728) identifies roads endangering cyclists and
pedestrians, and Maine (L.D.1674) requires large
construction projects to protect cyclists.

Create Active Transportation Commutes: Alabama
S.B.298 is strategically linking and improving existing
trails and lllinois H.B.5277 would establish a need-
based Transit-to-Trails grant program to link public
transportation to public outdoor recreation sites.
Transportation is one of the most significant barriers
to outdoor recreation.

Case Study: Increasing
Access for Disabled People

Disabled people, 13% of all Americans, also need
and benefit from outdoor access. Unfortunately,
outdoor recreation sites are often exempt from
federal accessibility laws like the Americans with
Disabilities Act. As a result, outdoor resources are
rarely designed with disabled people in mind.

Building on Colorado H.B.23-1296 (2023) studying
the rights and needs of disabled communities
accessing state outdoor spaces, lowa H.F. 2364
studies disability access in state parks and
legislators also appropriated $1.3 million for
disability access improvements in parks. Similarly,
Virginia H.B.1186 established a two-year all-
terrain power wheelchair pilot program to develop
guidelines and processes for providing all-terrain
power wheelchairs in state parks.
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18294691/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2290997/
https://vermontfitness.org/vermont-continues-popular-park-prescription-and-outdoor-exercise-program/
https://healthysd.gov/park-rx-prescribe-a-day-in-the-park/
https://healthysd.gov/park-rx-prescribe-a-day-in-the-park/
https://legislature.maine.gov/legis/bills/display_ps.asp?LD=1317&snum=131
https://parks.wa.gov/get-involved/programs/park-rx
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5292&Year=2021
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=1526&GAID=17&DocTypeID=HB&LegId=143830&SessionID=112&GA=103
https://apps.azleg.gov/BillStatus/BillOverview/81103
https://www.peopleforbikes.org/statistics/economic-benefits
https://www.peopleforbikes.org/statistics/economic-benefits
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5975&Year=2021
https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-programs/environmental-programs/transit-and-sustainability
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/Default.aspx?BillNumber=HB0685&ga=113
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/Default.aspx?BillNumber=HB0685&ga=113
https://legislature.maine.gov/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280088732
https://legiscan.com/AL/bill/SB298/2023
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=5277&GAID=17&DocTypeID=HB&LegId=153490&SessionID=112&GA=103
https://www.wilderness.org/articles/blog/transit-equity-builds-communities
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/07/24/8-facts-about-americans-with-disabilities/
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb23-1296
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ba=HF2364&ga=90
https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?241+sum+HB1186&241+sum+HB1186
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OUTDOOR SAFETY

Overview

Outdoor activities offer significant health benefits, but often carry unique health and safety risks. States can support
safer outdoor industries and outdoor recreation with guidelines tailored to maximize safety and minimize unnecessary
intervention.

Outdoor Safety Policy Options

Balance Motorized and Non-Motorized Use: Spaces shared between motorized users and pedestrians, swimmers,
and wildlife can be made safer and promote lasting, high-quality motorized access with simple guidelines. Michigan
H.B.5532 and Wisconsin A.B.656/S.B.680 would increase wakesurfing safety by setting clearer guidance for boats,
and Minnesota H.F.2791 would require motorized trails to be planned to prevent impact on wildlife and pedestrians
while maximizing motorized use.

Support Effective Self-Regulation: Many risky outdoor activities like caving or scuba diving are self-regulated to
ensure educators can adopt rapidly evolving best safety practices. States can support safety by collaborating with
self-regulated industries such as New Hampshire regulating diving between sunset and sunrise.

Grow Education for Higher-Risk Activities: Arizona S.B.1567 establishes educational resources and requirements for
off-highway vehicles and New York A.5147 would link the establishment of an ATV trail fund with educational resources
and training requirements for users. States can offer similar support for hunting and other higher-risk activities.

Encourage Responsible Use of State Lands: States with high tourism demands, clearly marked trail networks, and
volatile conditions can improve safety by deterring unsafe trespassing. Hawaii H.B.2174 requires the state to recover
search and rescue costs for persons who require rescue as a result of willfully trespassing on trails clearly marked as
closed to the public.

Promote Safer Air Search & Rescue: It can be difficult for governments to safely contract professional search and
rescue (SAR) aircraft, and SAR aircraft are also vulnerable to collisions as they move between different localities.
Colorado H.B.24-1309 sets criteria for SAR aircraft and operators, extends specific liability protections for government
public safety operations to qualified aircraft, and clarifies operations communications.

Reduce Drowning Risks: Uniformly safe facilities and access to swimming lessons would prevent up to 90% of
youth drowning deaths. Maryland H.B.303 adopts a uniform, evidence-based pool code closing loopholes that
disproportionately endangered youth of color, and California A.B.1056 is exploring free water safety and swimming
lessons for underserved youth.
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https://legislature.mi.gov/Bills/Bill?ObjectName=2024-HB-5532
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2023/proposals/reg/asm/bill/ab656
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2023/proposals/reg/sen/bill/sb680
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=House&f=HF2791&ssn=0&y=2023
https://law.justia.com/codes/new-hampshire/2018/title-xxii/chapter-270/section-270-31/
https://apps.azleg.gov/BillStatus/BillOverview/81138
https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?bn=A5147&term=2023
https://www.kitv.com/news/officials-beg-hikers-and-tourists-to-obey-no-trespassing-signs/article_d9137ff0-541e-11ed-b2f9-e74c90dbebfb.html
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=HB&billnumber=2174&year=2024
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1309
https://www.cdc.gov/drowning/prevention/index.html
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0303?ys=2022rs
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB1056
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OUTDOORS FOR HEALTHY JOBS

Overview

States are championing the growing trend of connecting people with safe, quality outdoor careers. These programs not
only address the increasing demand for skilled workers in the outdoor recreation industry, but also provide people with
fulfilling, well-paying jobs that promote health and environmental stewardship.

Healthy Jobs Policy Options

Invest in Outdoor Job Training: States can meet demand for skilled outdoor workers and increase access to outdoor
jobs with skills training programs. Oregon (H.B.2910) invested $3.5 million in outdoor workforce programs, and Texas
H.B.2179 would expand student preparedness incentives to reward placing students in Americorps programs.

Open Federal Funds to Skilled Outdoor Jobs: New Mexico H.B.303 includes outdoor recreation, sustainable
agriculture, renewable energy, and natural resources management careers as high-demand, living wage jobs in the
state TANF workforce development program.

Promote Extreme Heat Work Safety: Outdoor workforces are more vulnerable to extreme heat, especially low-income
workers and workers of color. Colorado S.B.21-087 requires employers to develop safety procedures for when the
temperature at a worksite is at or expected to be at least 80 degrees.

Encourage Safer Tourism with Clear Liability Definitions: States can define safe site and operating conditions
that result in limited liability, incentivizing small businesses to reduce risk even in emerging industries. New Mexico
(S.B.464) extends outdoor recreation tourism liability protections to agritourism and offers definitions of safe conditions.

Establish Outfitter and Guide Licensing: Licensing establishes uniform qualifications for guides and outfitters
offering activities known to be inherently hazardous. Idaho S.B.1085 amends licensing requirements to cover more
risky outdoor activities and defines hazardous excursions.

Create Fair Rules on Licensing: While many states have some form of outfitter permitting, the process for when
and how licenses can be suspended is often underdeveloped. Fair, justified processes protect both outfitters and
recreators. Colorado H.B.24-161 creates fair hearing procedures for river outfitter license suspension and revocation.
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https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Measures/Overview/HB2910
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=88R&Bill=HB2179
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?chamber=H&legType=B&legNo=303&year=24
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/about
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1029/2021EF002016
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb21-087
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?chamber=S&legType=B&legNo=464&year=23
https://legislature.idaho.gov/sessioninfo/2023/legislation/S1085/
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb24-161

NCEL Outdoors as a Health Solution Briefing Book

OUTDOORS FOR HEALTHY NEIGHBORHOODS

Overview

One in three Americans lack access to green spaces vital for
health and well-being. From creating new green spaces in
underserved areas to protecting existing parks and allowing for
more community gardens, states are innovating to expand access
to nature for all.

Healthy Neighborhoods Policy
Options

Expand Greenspace Equity: Maryland S.B.923/H.B.503
established a greenspace equity grant program to increase
equitable access to quality green spaces in overburdened
& underserved areas funded by existing land conservation
funding.

Build Green Streets: Streets with permeable paving and
plantings can prevent collisions, manage extreme heat,
protect from flooding and drought, and increase access
to nature at home for everyone. California (A.B.464) offers
enhanced financing for green infrastructure; New Jersey (NJS
1073) funds green streets with stormwater utility fees.

Conserve Existing Greenspace: Park lands are oftenin highly
desirable locations, making them vulnerable to conversion or
trade. Connecticut S.B.294 and New York S.252 would require
municipalities to provide comparable replacement land when
park lands are repurposed or converted.

Allow Gardening in Neighborhoods: Pollinator and
vegetable gardens offer unique ecological, social, and
community benefits to neighborhoods. Colorado S.B.178
prevents homeowners associations from limiting plantings
and vegetable gardens.

Convert Abandoned and Vacant Lots Into Gardens:
Replacing even small abandoned lots with gardens can
reduce local prevalence of depression by nearly 30%. lllinois
H.B.3418 (2018) established Urban Agricultural Zones,
incentivizing cities to use vacant lots for locally-grown foods.

Restoring Tree Canopy

Tree canopy coverage is considered a
gold standard indicator of neighborhood
health. Tree canopy is strongly linked to a
broad range of protective and preventive
health factors — so much so that for every
100 trees planted, at least one premature
human death is prevented.

Nevada A.B.131 established an Urban
and Community Forestry Program to
fund and advance the health and canopy
coverage of urban and community forests.
New York S.5759 would establish an
urban and community tree planting and
forestry program act to provide education,
technical assistance and long-term
support for forestry projects in urban areas
and in disadvantaged communities; this
approach addresses common challenges
to urban tree planting programs.
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/may/20/park-inequality-access-coronavirus-wellbeing
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0923?ys=2023rs
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0503?ys=2023rs
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB464
https://www.njleg.state.nj.us/bill-search/2018/S1073/bill-text?f=S1500&n=1073_S1
https://www.njleg.state.nj.us/bill-search/2018/S1073/bill-text?f=S1500&n=1073_S1
https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&bill_num=SB294&which_year=2024
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S252
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb23-178
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/07/20/630615148/replacing-vacant-lots-with-green-spaces-can-ease-depression-in-urban-communities
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=3418&GAID=14&DocTypeID=HB&LegId=105190&SessionID=91&GA=100
https://policies.healthyplacesindex.org/neighborhood/tree-canopy/about
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/12/4371
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412022005360
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412022005360
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/82nd2023/Bill/9781/Overview
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S5759
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/01/190107142109.htm

NCEL Outdoors as a Health Solution Briefing Book

OUTDOORS FOR HEALTHY CHILDHOODS

Overview

Childhood time outdoors is the single greatest predictor of lifelong time outdoors. This translates to a range of health
benefits, including physical fitness, mental well-being, and a deeper connection to the environment. However, many

children face barriers to getting outdoors, including safety concerns, lack of green spaces, and inaccessible play areas.

Healthy Childhoods Policy Options

Children’s Outdoor Bill of Rights: Many cities have
enacted a Children’s Outdoor Bill of Rights to highlight the
importance of children participating in and enjoying time
outdoors, especially in policy and appropriations decisions.
lllinois (H.R.0011) maintains that every child should have the
right and opportunity to play outside.

Establish a Healthy Childhood Task Force: Identifying
where children do and don’'t have meaningful outdoor
access is often the greatest barrier to improving childhood
nature engagement. Louisiana (S.R.84) established a task
force to promote healthy childhoods, especially through
time outdoors in and out of school.

Establish a Childhood Physical Activity Task Force:
Youth exercise more often and for longer when they have
access to the outdoors and positive role models. North
Carolina S.B.900 established a task force to study and
promote childhood physical activity, including through
access to outdoor recreation opportunities, and New York
A.735/S.3019 studied promoting outdoor activity.

Build Safer Playgrounds: In most states, playgrounds can
be built with concerning levels of toxic materials. Maryland
H.B.1147 prohibits installing new playground surfacing
materials with unsafe levels of lead or PFAS.

Build Accessible Playgrounds: Minnesota H.F. 5463 /
S.F. 5524 would create a playground accessibility grant
program for schools. Grants cover through paths, access to
play areas, accessible playground equipment, and repairs
to existing equipment.

Outdoor Preschool
Licensing

Most states already have outdoor, forest,
or nature-based preschools, but only
Washington (H.B.5357), Oregon (H.B.2717),
Maryland (H.B.525), and Colorado (S.B.24-
078) currently offer licensing for outdoor
preschools, and Kentucky (H.B.423) and
lllinois (S.B.3294) are exploring outdoor
preschool licensing. Licensing establishes
uniform safety and training standards for
outdoor preschools.

Licensing is key for equitable, fair access;
licensed outdoor preschools can offer full-
day care, are eligible for state funding
for low-income families, and are more
competitive for federal and private grants.
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https://www.childrenandnature.org/resources/childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights-bring-leaders-residents-together/
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=11&GAID=16&DocTypeID=HR&LegId=127826&SessionID=110&GA=102
https://www.legis.la.gov/legis/BillInfo.aspx?s=23RS&b=SR84
https://extremephysiolmed.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/2046-7648-2-3
https://www.ncleg.gov/Sessions/2009/Bills/Senate/HTML/S900v7.html
https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?bn=A735&term=2017
https://www.turi.org/content/download/11986/188696/file/TURI+Report+2018-003.+Playground+Surfacing.pdf
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb1147?ys=2024rs
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=House&f=HF5463&ssn=0&y=2023
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=Senate&f=SF5524&ssn=0&y=2023
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5357&Year=2017
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Measures/Overview/HB2717
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0525?ys=2023rs
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb24-078
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb24-078
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/record/24rs/hb423.html
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?DocNum=3294&GAID=15&DocTypeID=SB&LegId=124837&SessionID=108&GA=101

NCEL Outdoors as a Health Solution Briefing Book

OUTDOORS FOR HEALTHY LEARNING

Overview

The average American child spends 4-7 minutes playing outdoors daily, and up to 9% of all youth spend no time outside.
However, learning and playing outdoors is critical for healthy social, emotional, and physical development. Public schools
often have the broadest and most equitable reach to support children and families in reaching the health benefits of
meaningful time outdoors.

Healthy Learning Policy Options

Set Minimum Standards for Recess: For many children, just playing outside at recess — or even getting recess at
all —is a luxury. Washington (S.B.5257) requires schools to provide a minimum of 30 minutes of daily recess that is
outdoors when possible.

Grow Outdoor Classrooms: Georgia’s Outdoor Learning Commission (S.R.203) established highly successful Outdoor
Learning Development grants, increasing outdoor school resources. Georgia S.B.202 would establish an outdoor
education pilot program to develop state-wide recommendations on outdoor education facilities and curriculum.

Create Outdoor Education Positions: New Mexico S.B.32 would establish Outdoor Learning Specialist positions
and funds for outdoor learning. Maine L.D.1682/H.P.1081 would establish grants and cost-sharing guidance for public
schools to establish outdoor educator positions.

Study Outdoor Education in State Curriculum: New Hampshire S.B.266, New Jersey A.3243, New Mexico S.B.289,
and more states are all exploring including outdoor education in state curriculum for student wellbeing.

Share Outdoor Recreation Resources with Schools: Nevada A.B.164 studies using and sharing existing state
outdoor recreation resources to offer quality outdoor education in public schools.

Protect Schools from Heat: California S.B.499 would require schools to provide adequate facilities for extreme heat,
including providing shade, low heat surfaces, and greenery.

Build Out Parks for Learning: Washington H.B.2138 would promote outdoor learning access and equity by directing
the parks commission to consider outdoor learning uses for new infrastructure and coordinate with public schools and
outdoor education program providers on outdoor education opportunities in state parks.
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https://www.sixminutemile.com/post/kids-are-only-playing-4-7-minutes-per-day-outside
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/park-pulse/time-spent-outside-reduces-stress/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10319329/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5257&Year=2023
https://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/60348
https://www.eealliance.org/2023-24-gold-grants.html
https://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/64502
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?chamber=S&legType=B&legNo=32&year=22
https://legislature.maine.gov/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280088775
https://www.gencourt.state.nh.us/bill_status/billinfo.aspx?id=951&inflect=2
https://www.njleg.state.nj.us/bill-search/2024/A3243
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?Chamber=S&LegType=B&LegNo=289&year=23
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/82nd2023/Bill/9843/Overview
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240SB499
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=2138&Year=2023

NCEL Outdoors as a Health Solution Briefing Book

OUTDOORS FOR HEALTHY SCHOOLYARDS

Overview

States are exploring living schoolyards and school gardens for their heat and weather protection, exciting agricultural and
pollinator educational opportunities, and nature-based play experiences. Living schoolyards, sometimes called green
schoolyards, can also be planned around managing stormwater, flooding, or drought through greenery, landscaping,
permeable surfaces, gardens, and other nature-based play features.

Living Schoolyard Policy Options

Study Green Schoolyards: Minnesota S.F.20 allocated $250,000
in appropriations to implement and study green schoolyards in a
successful partnership with the Trust for Public Lands.

Establish Schoolyard Greening Funds: California A.B.2600 would
establish a School Greening and Resiliency Fund to fund landscaping
and greening projects in schools that promote extreme heat resilience
and offer educational opportunities.

Promote Student Leadership Through Living Schoolyards:
Washington H.B.1935 would establish a green schools program based
on student leadership opportunities including schoolyard greening
projects.

School Food Gardens Policy Options

Create a School Garden Coordinator Position: School gardens
often rely on a handful of administrators or teachers with personal
experience. Dedicated leadership opens up gardens to schools
without such resources. Hawaii S.B.2182 established a School
Garden Coordinator position within the Department of Education with
a $200,000 allocation for the position and to fund school gardens.

Offer Funding to Launch and Maintain School Gardens: Many
schools have leadership to start and maintain gardens, but no funding
to do so. Nevada S.B.167 allocated $600,000 over 2 years to create
and maintain school gardens, and also required the gardens to support
learning and/or teaching.

Open Agricultural Garden Funding to Pollinator Gardens:
Pollinator gardens can improve crop yields and provide examples of
the ecosystem services driving time-honored agricultural heritage.
Pennsylvania S.B.1236 opened existing agricultural education grant
funding to school pollinator gardens.

Sharing
Schoolyards

Opening up schoolyards as
public spaces in off-hours would
connect millions of Americans to
nearby greenspace and quality
exercise facilities.

States like Arkansas already offer
joint community use of school
facilities, and Hawaii H.C.R.90/
S.C.R.30 would request for the
Department of Education to offer
access to school recreational
facilities during off-school hours
and non-school days.
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https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=Senate&f=SF20&ssn=1&y=2021
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB2600
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=1935&Year=2023
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/sessions/session2022/bills/SB2182_.HTM
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5011/Overview
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/billinfo/billinfo.cfm?syear=2021&sind=0&body=S&type=B&bn=1236
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED573796.pdf
https://statepolicies.nasbe.org/health/categories/community-involvement/community-use-of-public-school-facilities/arkansas
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=HCR&billnumber=90&year=2024
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=SCR&billnumber=30&year=2024
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EQUITY AND ACCESS FOR ALL COMMUNITIES

Overview

Access to safe, high-quality outdoor space is not distributed equally. Structural racism, redlining, and uneven infrastructure
investment have created persistent gaps.

Research shows that neighborhoods with access to nearby green space have lower rates of obesity, asthma, and stress-

related iliness. To this end, equity-focused approaches to outdoor access can help to deliver the greatest public health
impact. Communities that have historically been left out of outdoor investment often stand to gain the most from meaningful,
sustained change.

Emerging evidence also suggests potential cost savings: a Kaiser Permanente-affiliated study in Northern California found
that residents living in greener neighborhoods incurred lower annual health care costs compared with those in areas with
significant green space deficits. While additional research is underway, these preliminary findings suggest that equitable
investments in green space could yield both health and economic benefits.

Policy Options for Adressing
Equity

Nature Equity Map: Austin, TX created a Children’s
Outdoor Bill of Rights that used an innovative Nature
Equity Map to guide equity-focused park and youth
engagement work.

Parks Millage Improvement: In Grand Rapids, MI,
the Department of Parks and Recreation maintains
the Parks Millage Improvement, which funds parks
and green infrastructure improvements in historically
underserved neighborhoods. These improvements and
projects include varying focuses, including equitable
access.

Racial Equity Matrix: In Minneapolis, MN, the
Park and Recreation Board collaborates with the
Minneapolis Parks Foundation to use the Racial Equity
Matrix, which helps direct investment based on health
and demographic equity indicators. It outlines equity
criteria that target parks and communities most in need
of investment.

The Nature Gap

In the 100 most populated cities, low-income
areas and neighborhoods can experience

up to 44% less park acreage access when
compared to wealthier areas.

Black and Latino communities are more likel
to live near environmental hazards and less
likely to live near quality green space.

Tribal and rural communities can often face
geographic barriers and underinvestment in
recreation opportunities.
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https://iris.who.int/server/api/core/bitstreams/74006ead-650d-4fca-815a-f1ff53c1eea1/content
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-nature-gap/
https://divisionofresearch.kaiserpermanente.org/green-space-health-care-costs/
https://www.childrenandnature.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Austin-Nature-Equity-Score.pdf
https://www.nlc.org/article/2017/04/18/why-the-city-of-austin-created-a-childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights/
https://www.nlc.org/article/2017/04/18/why-the-city-of-austin-created-a-childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights/
https://www.eastgrmi.gov/553/2021-Millage
https://www.grandrapidsmi.gov/departments/parks-recreation/#:~:text=Thanks%20to%20the%20generosity%20and,to%20submit%20a%20maintenance%20request.
https://www.nationalcivicleague.org/videos/building-equity-parks-recreation/
https://mplsparksfoundation.org/case_studies/equity-cultural-inclusion/#:~:text=In%202016%2C%20the%20Minneapolis%20Parks,in%20need%20of%20accelerated%20investments.
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/about-us/budget-financial/20-year_neighborhood_park_plan/
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/about-us/budget-financial/20-year_neighborhood_park_plan/
https://www.tpl.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Parks-and-an-equitable-recovery-The-Trust-for-Public-Land.pdf#:~:text=PARKS%20AND%20EQUITY%20New%20data%20from%20The,center%20equity%20in%20park%20investment%20and%20planning.
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-nature-gap/#:~:text=Studies%20have%20found%20that%2C%20because,fewest%20economic%20resources%20for%20adaptation.
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-nature-gap/#:~:text=Studies%20have%20found%20that%2C%20because,fewest%20economic%20resources%20for%20adaptation.
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-nature-gap/
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CROSS-SECTOR AND COLLABORATIVE ACTION

Overview

Efforts to expand outdoor access can be more effective through a multi-agency, cross-sector approach that draws on the
distinct expertise of different state leaders. Effective policy efforts often involve — and even require — partnership among
public health, parks, education, transportation, planning, and natural resources departments.

Many of the most effective nature and health strategies begin with simple collaboration: co-hosted roundtables, inter-
agency data sharing, or cross-departmental working groups. Local and state governments can begin this work without
new funding or legislation by establishing advisory councils or initiating pilot efforts that bring together leaders from health,
education, parks and natural resources, transportation, and planning.

Policy Options for Cross-Sector
and Collaborative Action

¢ Year-Round Healthy Child Task Force: Louisiana SR
84 created a state task force led by the Department
of Health to explore how outdoor access supports
child and family health. This structure encouraged
collaboration between public health, parks, and
education agencies.

e “No Child Left Inside” Program: Washington HB
1677 created a youth-focused initiative that now spans
multiple agencies, funding outdoor learning and

access efforts across ages and demographics. OUtdoor Recreation

) Advisory Group
¢ Nature-Based Childhood Education: Hawaii Act 185

of 1970 matched federal funds to create the Makiki- Creating a dedicated outdoor recreation advisory
Tantalus State Recreation Area, later housing the group  fosters  parinerships  between  state

Hawaii Nature Center (NHC). The NHC is one of multiple agencies, non-profits, and community leaders to
collaborate on nature and health strategies.

organizations focusing on health, education, and

environmental work to develop shared language and Colorado HB_21-1223 created the Colorado

policy models for state legislators and state agencies Outdoor _Recreation Advisory _Council. which

regarding nature-based childhood education. provides a “central point of contact. advocac
and resources” for people and groups working
within the outdoor recreation space. This
encourages diverse inputs and support systems
across multiple impact areas, including public
health.
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https://www.legis.la.gov/legis/ViewDocument.aspx?d=1323911
https://www.legis.la.gov/legis/ViewDocument.aspx?d=1323911
http://envirolaws.org/bills/final-language/HB_1677_Bill_language_pdf.pdf
http://envirolaws.org/bills/final-language/HB_1677_Bill_language_pdf.pdf
https://parks.wa.gov/get-involved/programs/no-child-left-inside-grant-program#:~:text=The%20No%20Child%20Left%20Inside%20(NCLI)%20grant,engage%20youth%20in%20outdoor%20education%20and%20recreation
https://parks.wa.gov/get-involved/programs/no-child-left-inside-grant-program#:~:text=The%20No%20Child%20Left%20Inside%20(NCLI)%20grant,engage%20youth%20in%20outdoor%20education%20and%20recreation
https://files.hawaii.gov/dlnr/reports/annual/Report_to_the_Governor_1970-71.pdf
https://hawaiinaturecenter.org/portfolio/the-outdoor-circle/
https://www.farmtoschool.org/news-and-articles/how-hawai-i-is-improving-its-farm-to-early-care-and-education-landscape-with-its-first-farm-to-ece-coordinator#:~:text=Farm%20to%20ECE%20programming%20in%20Hawai%27i%20has,the%20existing%20statewide%20farm%20to%20ECE%20work
https://hawaiinaturecenter.org/nature-camp/
https://discoverimua.com/exciting-news-for-nature-based-early-childhood-education-in-hawaii/
https://naturalstart.org/news/nature-based-early-learning-policy-leaders-convene-maui
https://naturalstart.org/news/nature-based-early-learning-policy-leaders-convene-maui
https://content.leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2021a_1223_signed.pdf
https://oedit.colorado.gov/councils-boards?f%5B0%5D=councils_boards%3AColorado%20Outdoor%20Recreation%20Advisory%20Council&items_per_page=30&page=0
https://oedit.colorado.gov/councils-boards?f%5B0%5D=councils_boards%3AColorado%20Outdoor%20Recreation%20Advisory%20Council&items_per_page=30&page=0
https://oedit.colorado.gov/colorado-outdoor-recreation-industry-office
https://oedit.colorado.gov/colorado-outdoor-recreation-industry-office
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POLICY LEVERS AND ENTRY POINTS

Overview

Nature-based health strategies do not require building from the ground up. Many communities are building on existing
mechanisms. In fact, policy can act as a powerful catalyst even before funding is secured. Across the country, states and
cities are using low-cost, low-barrier strategies to lay the groundwork for future investments in outdoor access and public

health. These tools help communities test and refine outdoor access strategies in a scalable, politically feasible manner.

Low-Cost and Low-Barrier
Strategies

Symbolic Resolutions: Tools like the Children’s
Outdoor Bill of Rights — implemented in Houston
TX, Baltimore, MD, Rochester, NY, Minnesota, and
California — establish shared values and can pave the
way for subsequent legislation or program funding.

Pilot Programs and Prototypes: Legislation such as
Maryland HB 525 and Washington SB 5357 created
a licensing pathway for outdoor preschools, allowing
a trial period before broader policy adoption.

Wellness Policy Integration: School districts (e.g.,
Oakland, CA) are amending wellness plans to
include daily outdoor time, requiring no additional
funding to implement.

Joint Use Agreements: Agreements such as those
in California open schoolyards for community use
after hours without large capital expenditures.

Servicing Designated Groups: Acts such as New
York’s “Outdoor Rx Act” (A8094) provide backing for
public and private organizations to create coalitions
helping designated groups, such as veterans,
access the therapeutic benefits of nature.

Voter-Approved: Voter-approved tools, such as
local park millages, sales tax, and general obligation
bonds, are also a common pathway for communities
to fund parks, trails, green stormwater infrastructure,
and land conservation once priorities are established.

Economic Benefits of

Green Space Investments

Policy action doesn'’t always require new dollars,
but it can set the stage for future fiscal decisions
with public health and economic co-benefits in
mind. While the economic research on return-on-
investment (ROI) in green spaces is still maturing,
early studies show promise:

A cost-benefit analysis by Children and Nature
Network regarding green schoolyards found
returns of up to $3 for every $1 invested,
particularly in long-term public health savings
and child development benefits.

Initiatives like Trust for Public Land’s “Dollars

and Sense” highlight broader economic
returns, such as increased local revenue
and property values linked to green space
investments.
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https://healthypeoplehealthytrails.org/childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights/#:~:text=The%20Children's%20Outdoor%20Bill%20of%20Rights%20(COBR),State%20Alliance%20of%20YMCA%20endorsed%20the%20COBR.
https://healthypeoplehealthytrails.org/childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights/#:~:text=The%20Children's%20Outdoor%20Bill%20of%20Rights%20(COBR),State%20Alliance%20of%20YMCA%20endorsed%20the%20COBR.
https://tpwmagazine.com/wildlife-conservation/outdoor-bill-of-rights-supports-kids-in-nature/
https://tpwmagazine.com/wildlife-conservation/outdoor-bill-of-rights-supports-kids-in-nature/
https://www.baltimoresustainability.org/baltimore-childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights/
https://www.cityofrochester.gov/departments/department-recreation-and-human-services/childrens-outdoor-bill-rights
https://mn.gov/children-outdoors/
https://learning.parks.ca.gov/education-resources/resources/childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights/
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/HB0525?ys=2023rs
https://app.leg.wa.gov/committeeschedules/Home/Document/127481
https://www.oaklandgoesoutdoors.org/our-mission-history
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/opening-school-grounds-community-after-hours#:~:text=This%20toolkit%20to%20help%20California%20communities%20and,access%20to%20recreational%20facilities%20on%20school%20grounds.
https://legislation.nysenate.gov/pdf/bills/2019/A8094A
https://outdoorrxcoalition.org/about
https://www.washtenaw.org/4050/Parks-and-Recreation-Millage
https://headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/state-rec-TX.pdf
https://oce.harriscountytx.gov/Divisions/Bonds-Propositions-Projects#:~:text=In%20November%202022%2C%20Harris%20County,%2C%20materials%2C%20and%20professional%20services.
https://oce.harriscountytx.gov/Divisions/Bonds-Propositions-Projects#:~:text=In%20November%202022%2C%20Harris%20County,%2C%20materials%2C%20and%20professional%20services.
https://www.childrenandnature.org/resources/how-green-schoolyards-create-economic-value-toolkit/
https://www.tpl.org/blog/dollars-and-sense-economic-benefits-of-community-green-spaces
https://www.tpl.org/blog/dollars-and-sense-economic-benefits-of-community-green-spaces
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TAKEAWAYS FOR POLICYMAKERS AND AGENCIES

Takeaways for Policymakers and
Agencies

Well designed green spaces can deliver benefits beyond individual health
outcomes. When parks, trails, and green schoolyards are planned with
community needs in mind — such as safe gathering areas, programming,
and inclusive design — they can strengthen social connection and
neighborhood cohesion. At the same time, nature-based investments
can provide core environmental services like cooling hot neighborhoods,
filtering air pollutants, and absorbing stormwater. These services can
help communities advance public health, climate resilience, and quality
of life through a single investment.

This briefing book closes with considerations for policymakers, agency
leads, and local coalitions looking to act:

o Outdoor access is a health infrastructure issue: Green space
can be viewed like sidewalks, broadband, and clean water — a basic
condition for well-being.

o Start with what exists: Existing wellness policies, planning codes,
task force charters, and funding streams can often be used to
incorporate nature.

¢ Use examples as inspiration: From Austin to Louisiana to Grand
Rapids, the examples in this briefing book are starting points for
further action.

The outdoors is one of the most widely shared and underutilized tools
for improving public health. With effective, inclusive policy design and
cross-sector collaboration, access to nature can be expanded equitably,
affordably, and meaningfully.
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https://www.tpl.org/parks-the-great-unifiers-report
https://www.tpl.org/parks-the-great-unifiers-report
https://www.forbes.com/sites/billfrist/2025/10/20/nature-based-solutions-a-policy-and-investment-framework-for-a-healthier-planet-people-and-communities/
https://www.epa.gov/heatislands/benefits-trees-and-vegetation
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/fema_bric_nature-based-solutions-guide_2020.pdf
https://marinescience.psf.ca/outreach-education/nature-based-solutions-to-manage-stormwater-runoff/
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RESOURCES

NCEL Resources

1. Outdoor Engagement Issue Page

2. Outdoors as a Climate Solution Briefing Book

3. Active Transportation Issue Page

Additional Resources

1. The Youth Outdoor Policy Playbook | Youth
Outdoor Policy Partnership

Youth outdoor policy background, bill tracking, and
case studies with comprehensive policy resources.

2. Nature and Health Alliance Database | Nature
and Health Alliance
Resource center of academic articles on the

connections between nature engagement and
health.

3. National Library of Medicine Outdoor Wellness
Collection | National Library of Medicine

Database with 100+ curated academic articles on
the health benefits of time in nature.

4. Nurtured By Nature | American Psychological
Association

Introduction and primer on the mental health
benefits of time outdoors.

5. Hazard Mitigation Guide and Nature-
Based Solutions Guide | Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA)

Climate mitigation and adaptation background,
policies, case studies, and funding resources.

4. Extreme Heat Protections

5. Wildlife Disease Fact Sheet

6. Cumulative Impacts Issue Page

6. Children & Nature Resource Library | Children
& Nature Network

Youth outdoor access resources ranging from
research papers to policy briefs.

7. Environmental Education Resources for
Policymakers | North American Association for
Environmental Education

Environmental education policies and best practices
across school districts, states, and countries.

8. Rural Health Information Hub - Qutdoor
Resources | Rural Health Information Hub

Case studies, topic overviews, and resources
exploring rural outdoor health solutions.

9. Outdoor Safety | U.S. Army Safety Center

Directory of resources on best practices for both
individual and community outdoor safety.

10. Greater Good Magazine | UC Berkeley
Resource Center

Resource center and newsletter with updates on
positive mental health news.
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https://www.ncelenviro.org/issue/outdoor-engagement/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/resources/outdoors-as-a-climate-solution-briefing-book/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/issue/active-transportation/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/articles/state-action-on-extreme-heat-and-worker-protections/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/resources/wildlife-disease-fact-sheet/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/issue/cumulative-impacts/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/yopp/
https://www.natureandhealthalliance.org/database
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/myncbi/browse/collection/62820825/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/myncbi/browse/collection/62820825/
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2020/04/nurtured-nature
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/risk-management/hazard-mitigation-planning
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/risk-management/climate-resilience/nature-based-solutions
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/risk-management/climate-resilience/nature-based-solutions
https://www.childrenandnature.org/resource-hub/resources/?fwp_fwp_resources_search=state%20policy
https://eepro.naaee.org/community/posts?audience=104
https://eepro.naaee.org/community/posts?audience=104
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/search?q=outdoor
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/search?q=outdoor
https://safety.army.mil/OFF-DUTY/Home-and-Family/Outdoor-Safety
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/
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NOTES
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