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Human Access to Open Spaces in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed

Increased access to trails, forests, waterways, and vistas
can improve nearby residents’ physical and mental health
(Mears et al., 2019; Plumer, 2020). Outdoor recreation
space provides direct benefits to human health and can
mitigate urban heat island effects (Jennings, 2015;
Plumer, 2020). Specifically, exposure to protected and
undeveloped land areas has been linked with stress
reduction, psychological restoration, social cohesion,
space for physical activity, reducing exposure to harmful
environmental conditions, and immune system modulation

Hikers in Patapsco Valley State Park, near to Baltimore.
(Mears et al., 2019; Boone et al., 2009). Credit: Will Parson / Chesapeake Bay Program

The Role of Conservation to Increase Access to Open Spaces

Open space access is one measurable characteristic that can quantify social imbalances, highlighting those
areas lacking green spaces. Highlighting areas with low access to publicly available open spaces shows where
restoration can have both environmental and social benefits. The 30 by 30 conservation goals provide the
opportunity to complement this dire need for public green space with conservation and restoration.

Spatial Analysis to Support
Conservation of Areas with Co-Benefits

We defined open space as lands with federal or state
protection that were neither private easements nor Federal
proclamations such as military bases. Since travel time can
vary widely depending on mode of transportation (walking,
biking, driving, or public transportation), we calculated every
parcel’s distance to public open spaces as-the-crow-flies.
Parcels with the highest scores are farthest away from publicly
available green spaces (>2 miles), and therefore have high
urgency for land protection or restoration. Conversely, parcels
adjacent to open spaces were given a value score of 0. The
remaining parcels were given value scores between 0 and 1
with a linear transformation.
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