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Health of the Nation 
•  The United States is the most overweight nation on earth1 

•  49% of Americans receive less than the minimum recommended amount of physical activity.1 

•  The CDC estimates that more than 40% of the US population is sedentary.2 

•  Obesity rates in children ages 6 to 11 have more than quadrupled, and obesity rates in 
adolescents ages 12 to 19 have more than tripled over the last four decades.3 

•  The current generation of American children may face a shorter expected lifespan than their 
parents.1 

•  Physical inactivity leads to an increased incidence of obesity and obesity-
related diseases such as high blood pressure, diabetes, congestive heart failure, 
and stroke.3 

•  Physically inactive individuals have higher annual direct medical costs than 
do active people.1  

•  The United States spends $150 billion every year to treat obesity-related conditions, with 
childhood health care costs rapidly increasing that number.3   

•  On average, an obese American costs nearly $1,500 more per year in health care costs than an 
American of normal weight.1 

 

1)  "Facts About Childhood Obesity." Partnership For A Healthier America, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. http://ahealthieramerica.org/resources/facts/. 
2)  Gies, Erica. "How Parks Help Keep Americans and Their Communities Fit and Healthy."The Health Benefits of Parks. The Trust for Public Land, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 

http://cloud.tpl.org/pubs/benefits_HealthBenefitsReport.pdf. 
3)  Source: "Park Prescriptions - Profiles and Resources for Good Health from the Great Outdoors." Institute at Golden Gate, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 

http://www.parksconservancy.org/assets/programs/igg/pdfs/park-prescriptions-2010.pdf. 
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Health Benefits of Parks, Trails, and 
Open Space 

Photo: Ross  

Physical  
•  Strong evidence shows that when people have access to parks, they exercise more.1  

•  In a study published by the CDC, creation of or enhanced access to places for physical activity led to a 
25.6% increase in the percentage of people exercising on three or more days per week.1 

•  A 10% increase in nearby greenspace was found to decrease a person’s health complaints in an 
amount equivalent to a five-year reduction in that person’s age.2 

•  A Danish study, published in 2007, concluded that adults who could easily reach a green space had less 
stress and a lower body mass.3 

Mental 
•  Contact with the natural world improves psychological health,2 reduces crime, fosters psychological wellbeing, 

reduces stress, boosts immunity, enhances productivity, promotes healing in psychiatric and other patients, 
and is most likely essential for human development and long-term health and wellbeing.4 

•  A review of ten years of medical records in a Pennsylvannia hospital showed that patients with tree 
views had shorter hospitalizations, less need for painkillers, and fewer negative comments in the 
nurses’ notes, compared with patients with brick-wall views.1 

•  A 2001 study in the Netherlands found that “in a greener environment people report fewer health 
complaints, more often rate themselves as being in good health, and have better mental health.”1 

1)  Sherer, Paul M. "The Benefits of Parks: Why America Needs More City Parks and Open Space." The Trust for Public Land, 2006. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 
http://conservationtools.org/libraries/1/library_items/729-The-Benefits-of-Parks-Why-America-Needs-More-City-Parks-and-Open-Space. 

2)  "Look Ahead Search." Quality of Life Benefits. CMAP, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/strategy-papers/parks-and-open-lands/public-health-benefits. 
3)  "Park Prescriptions - Profiles and Resources for Good Health from the Great Outdoors." Institute at Golden Gate, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 

http://www.parksconservancy.org/assets/programs/igg/pdfs/park-prescriptions-2010.pdf. 
4)  Maller, Dr. Cecily, Mardie Townsend, Lawrence St Leger, Dr Claire Henderson-Wilson, Anita Pryor, Lauren Prosser, and Dr Megan Moore. "Healthy Parks, Healthy People - The 

Health Benefits of Contact with Nature in the Park Context." Deakin University and Parks Victoria 2008, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/313821/HPHP-deakin-literature-review.pdf. 



Health Benefits of Parks, Trails, and 
Open Space 
•  Social 

•  Parks and trails provide people with formal and informal gathering places to be physically 
active, socialize, relax, build community, and connect with the natural world.1   

•  Spiritual 
•  Natural areas provide spiritual inspiration, enable people to gain a fresh perspective on life, 

and provide an opportunity to escape from urban life.2 

•  A survey of 1,900 adults found that approximately 45% of respondents rated wilderness as 
‘very important’ or ‘extremely important’ for spiritual inspiration.2 

•  Environmental   
•  Parks, trails, and open space preserve ecosystems and biodiversity, provide clean air and 

water, maintain ecosystem function, and foster human involvement in the natural 
environment.2  

1)  "Parks and Recreation." Planning and Community Health Research Center. American Planning Association, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. <http://www.planning.org/
nationalcenters/health/parks.htm>. 

2)  Maller, Dr. Cecily, Mardie Townsend, Lawrence St Leger, Dr Claire Henderson-Wilson, Anita Pryor, Lauren Prosser, and Dr Megan Moore. "Healthy Parks, Healthy People 
- The Health Benefits of Contact with Nature in the Park Context." Deakin University and Parks Victoria 2008, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/313821/HPHP-deakin-literature-review.pdf. 
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The NPS Rivers, Trails, and 
Conservation Assistance Program  
•  The National Park Service Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance program 

extends and expands the benefits of the National Park Service throughout the nation.  
•  The program helps community groups, nonprofits, state and local governments, and 

tribes plan parks and trails, conserve and improve access to rivers and natural areas, 
and create recreation opportunities through locally lead partnerships. 

•  National Park Service staff provide free, on-location facilitation and planning 
expertise to communities that apply for assistance. 



Lasting Impact 
•  Every year, the NPS Rivers, Trails, and 

Conservation Assistance program assists 
conservation and outdoor recreation 
projects in nearly every state, as well as 
the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico.  

•  In the last 20 years, the program has 
assisted thousands of communities — 
from rural Alaska to the Bronx — with 
more than 5,000 projects.  

•  Every year, the program helps local 
partners conserve more than 1,000 
miles of river corridor, develop nearly 
1,800 miles of trail, and protect more 
than 50,000 acres of park land, wildlife 
habitat, and open space.  

•  NPS Rivers, Trails, and Conservation 
Assistance projects provide millions of 
people with local access to parks and 
outdoor recreation every day. 



The NPS Land and Water Conservation 
Fund (LWCF) 
•  The State and Local Assistance program provides 

matching grants to local, state, and tribal 
governments for planning, acquiring, and 
developing land and water for state and community 
parks.  

•  These efforts support and benefit community 
health, youth, smart growth, local economies, 
recreation, and conservation.1 

•  To ensure public outdoor recreation places and 
opportunities are available for present and future 
generations, grant sponsors commit to keeping 
funded lands set aside for outdoor recreation in 
perpetuity.2  

1)  "As Basic as Land and Water." National Park Service Land and Water Conservation Fund, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. http://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/lwcf/lwcf_brochure.pdf. 
2)  "2012 Annual Report Funding and Protecting Parks Where You Live." 2012 Annual Report. National Park Service Land and Water Conservation Fund State and Local 

Program, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. http://www.nps.gov/lwcf/LWCF%20Annual%20Report%202012_final%20(1).pdf. 

“The availability of the 
Land and Water 
Conservation Fund has 
enabled the Colorado 
State Park System to 
design and build two of the 
largest dog off-leash areas 
in the country at Chatfield 
and Cherry Creek State 
Parks. These areas are 
wildly popular and serve a 
growing recreational need 
in the state.”  
 
- Thomas Morrissey, State Liaison 

Officer, Colorado Parks and 
Outdoor Recreation 



Lasting Impact 
Since 1964, LWCF has helped conserve several million acres of open space and has 
helped create state and local park and recreation facilities – approximately 39,000 
funded projects – in virtually every county in the nation.1 
 
In 2012: 
•  New parks created: 32 
•  New acres acquired for public recreation: 2,349 
•  Parks that were developed with new facilities: 215 
•  Parks enhanced with rehabilitated facilities: 99 
•  Communities benefiting from funded parks: 314 
•  Acres newly protected by the LWCF Act: 34,809 
•  Parks newly protected by the LWCF Act: 173 
•  Planning grants awarded: 13 
•  Projects that exceeded the 50 percent match requirement: 25 
•  Match dollars raised: $48,198,2872 

1)  "Protecting Places That Matter." National Park Service Land and Water Conservation Fund, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 
http://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/lwcf/lwcf_stew_mechv2.pdf.  

2)  "2012 Annual Report Funding and Protecting Parks Where You Live." 2012 Annual Report. National Park Service Land and Water Conservation Fund State and Local 
Program, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. http://www.nps.gov/lwcf/LWCF%20Annual%20Report%202012_final%20(1).pdf. 
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CDC & NPS RTCA Team Up 



NPS Parks, Trails, and Health Workbook 

•  An rapid evaluation tool to guide planners and parks and 
recreation professionals toward greater health and community 
engagement 

What is it? 

•  Stimulate discussion among park and trail project planners, 
the health and wellness community, and local citizens  

•  Make public health issues an explicit part of the planning and 
decision making process  

•  Inform implementation of planning efforts 

Purpose & Goals 



NPS Parks, Trails, and Health Workbook 

•  Section 1: Community Health Profile 

•  Section 2: Site Information 

•  Section 3: Site Planning 
•  A - Physical Health  
•  B - Social and Mental Wellness 

•  Section 4: Park and Trail System Planning 

•  Section 5: Monitoring and Evaluation 

Workbook Overview: 



Mescalero County, NM Pilot Project 

Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mescalero_Escarpment_2003.jpg 



Mescalero County, NM Pilot Project 

•  Justified health data release from 
practitioners 

•  Data was eye-opening; initiated 
planning team action 

•  Determined a high diabetes rate in the 
tribe 

•  Engaged new health partnerships 
(IHS, Head Start, diabetes programs) 

•  Provided resources for further 
assessments 

•  Health profile will be included in draft 
trail concept plan 

•  Stimulated trail plan ideas 

Benefits 

Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Mescalero_Apache_Tribal_Offices_Community_Center_N
ew_Mexico.jpg 



Whatcom County, WA Pilot Project 

Sources: NPS 



Whatcom County, WA Pilot Project 

•  Initiated conversation with consultant 
about health-promoting trail design 

•  Made long-term community health and 
built environment connections and 
partnerships 

•  Enhanced Whatcom County 
Department of Health and community 
relationship; built trust 

Benefits 

Source: resident postcard; NPS 



Major Takeaways from Pilot Projects 
•  Met goals of increased health partner collaboration  
•  Useful, educational, and well-worth the effort 
•  Prompted continued research and community health assessments 
•  Data will inform additional future trail, park, and community plans 
•  Different uses based on different project scope, timeline, and community 

profile 

Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Public_health_and_community_medicine.jpg 

+ 
Source: NPS 
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NPS Park Prescriptions 

•  A movement to create a healthier population by strengthening the 
connection between the healthcare system and public lands across the 
country. 

Vision 

•  Increase the prescription of outdoor physical activity to prevent (or treat) 
health problems resulting from inactivity and poor diet.  

Goal 

•  Patients: Have the opportunity to spend time in our public lands as they 
increase physical activity and get healthier 

•  Physicians: Have access to a new set of tools to inspire patients to 
improve their health 

•  Public Land Managers: With increased visitation, can cultivate a new 
generation of park stewardship and increasing potential funding sources.  

Mutual Benefits 

Source: "DC Park Prescription (DC Park Rx)." N.p., n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. <http://www.nps.gov/choh/parknews/upload/Park-Rx-One-Pager-2.pdf>. 
  



NPS Park Prescriptions: Exercise is 
Medicine 

Source: "Park Prescriptions - Profiles and Resources for Good Health from the Great Outdoors." Institute at Golden Gate, n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. <http://
www.parksconservancy.org/assets/programs/igg/pdfs/park-prescriptions-2010.pdf>. 
 



Case Study: DC Park Prescriptions 
DC Park Prescriptions 
•  For the past two years, a coalition made up of Dr. Robert Zarr 

(Washington DC’s park prescriptions champion), the National 
Environmental Education Foundation, NPS managers, and 
other local health partners, has been working to have health 
providers prescribe nature to patients in one of the 350 green 
spaces and parks in Washington, D.C. 

•  The long term goal is to decrease obesity, asthma, and other 
mental health disorders and create the next generation of park 
stewards. 

•  DC Park Prescription pilots have launched at four children’s 
national community health centers 

•  A park ranking tool to standardize rating of green space has 
been developed to facilitate ease of safe and accurate 
prescriptions1 

Next Steps 
•  Merge Electronic Health Record Systems with DC Park Rx 

tool database to increase the likelihood of the adoption by 
health providers and to expedite evaluation and measurement 
of metrics  

•  Market and disseminate DC Park Rx Tools widely across 
Washington, DC health providers and health centers2  

 

Dr. Robert Zarr presents the first official 
prescription for outdoor activity to third 

graders from Neval Thomas Elementary 
School, 2012. Photo: NPS 

1)  O'Neill, Anne. "New Healthy Parks Healthy People Videos Out." The National Park Service, 04 Feb. 2014. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. 
2)  "DC Park Prescription (DC Park Rx)." N.p., n.d. Web. 04 Feb. 2014. http://www.nps.gov/choh/parknews/upload/Park-Rx-One-Pager-2.pdf;   
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Learn more about the many ways the NPS 
can help your community promote health 
through parks, trails, and open space 
•  National Park Service Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance program: www.nps.gov/rtca 
 
•  National Park Service Land and Water Conservation Fund State and Local Program Assistance: 

www.nps.gov/lwcf 

•  Parks, Trails, and Health Workbook (final draft version available online): 
http://go.nps.gov/communityhealthworkbook 

•  DC Park Prescriptions:  
•  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRD7x22UmfE&list=PL6FWJ3Pw5EhFm8QwivnsWaUo2V7UqSa8Z&index=3 
•  http://aapdc.org/chapter-initiatives/dc-park-rx/  
•  http://www.nps.gov/nama/parknews/upload/Park-Rx-One-Pager.pdf 

  
•  Park Prescriptions Resource Guide: 

http://www.parksconservancy.org/assets/programs/igg/pdfs/park-prescriptions-2010.pdf 

•  National Park Service Healthy Parks, Healthy People: http://www.nps.gov/public_health/hp/hphp.htm  



 
 

Thank you! 
 
 

Stephanie Tepperberg; Program Analyst 
National Park Service Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance program 

Stephanie_Tepperberg@nps.gov; 202-354-6902 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


