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Paths to green spaces for better health

Walesis known forits beautiful landscapes, yet too many people still struggle to
access nature and evenlocal greenspaces without relying on a car. While many
communities live close to coastlines, woodlands, fields or parks, limited access
rights and poor or poorly maintained paths mean these spaces may as wellbe
miles away. Improving access to nature is not only a matter of recreation, itis
also central to public health, environmental justice and equitable mobility.

Cycling UK’s manifesto ask
The next Welsh Government should deliver:

« Acleardelivery planto get more people active in green and blue spaces,
including through betteraccess to the rights of way network and wider
natural space.

o Afullreview of the rights of way network, with the aim of increasing access
for cycling, horseriding, walking, wheeling, and people with limited
mobility.

Context
Inthe Welsh countryside, it’s not always clear where you can cycle, because only
22% of rights of way are opento cyclists, and they don’t always link up.

In 2019, the Welsh Government promised to allow cycling and horse riding on
most rights of way, and enable more activities on open accessland. Since then,
there has beenlittle progress to make this commitment areality orenable
people to access greenspace for their health.

Wales has highrates of obesity and low physical activity levels - putting pressure
onthe NHS. Improving public healthis a high priority in Wales with prevention
seenas key and new legislation requires public bodies to consider the health
implications of all decisions.

Evidence and Impact
o Healthandwellbeing: A substantial and growing body of evidence shows
that spending time in nature improves physical and mental health. Along-
term study in Wales found proximity oraccess to greenspace is
associated with better mental health. Accessing nature increases physical
activity, improves cardiovascular health and overall wellbeing, andis a
preventative health measure that canreduce long-term pressures on the



https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-government-response-taking-forward-wales-sustainable-management-natural-resources
https://www.cyclinguk.org/blog/trails-wales-time-reignite-campaign
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/the-rise-in-obesity-some-food-for-thought/
https://www.sport.wales/research-and-insight/comres-research/survey-12-april-2024/
https://media.service.gov.wales/news/prevention-has-the-power-to-radically-improve-wales-health?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://media.service.gov.wales/news/prevention-has-the-power-to-radically-improve-wales-health?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.wales/senedd-vote-puts-health-heart-public-decision-making-wales?utm_source=rss-announcements&utm_medium=rss-feed&utm_campaign=announcements-Senedd+vote+puts+health+at+the+heart+of+public+decision-making+in+Wales
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(23)00212-7/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(23)00212-7/fulltext
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NHS. 74% of people in Wales say access to nature and outdoor spaces
has a positive effect ontheir health.

o Economicvalue: Forevery £1spent on outdoor healthinterventionsin
Wales, £5.36 of social value is generated. Areport from 2023 calculated
that the outdoor activity sectorin Wales generates a net annual
contribution of about £1.6 billion to the economy and supports
approximately 31,000 jobs.

» Inequalitiesinaccess: InWales there is unequal access to nature and
green space. People inthe most disadvantaged areas have least access
and thereis an association with worse health.

o Notfitforpurpose: 80% of respondents to a Cycling UK survey said that it
was ‘often’ or ‘'sometimes’ difficult to put togethera ‘legal’ route on the
existing rights of way network, and 75% felt that the network is not
suitable formodern cycle use.

o Policy change: OutdoorAlliance Wales - a group of 50+ organisations -
has called for a series of measures to openup the Welsh countryside to
enable more people to enjoy and benefit their health andlocal
economies.

Conclusion

Improving and creating new cycling routes to the countryside and greenspace
cantransform public health and reduce pressure onthe NHS. Access to nature
should not be aluxury - it should be open for everyone.


https://publichealthwales.nhs.wales/news/survey-reveals-decline-in-physical-and-mental-health-in-wales/
https://research-portal.uws.ac.uk/en/publications/opening-doors-to-the-outdoors-social-return-on-investment-analysi/
https://swoapg.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Economic-and-Social-Evaluation-of-the-Outdoor-Activity-Sector-in-Wales_English.pdf
https://phw.nhs.wales/news/public-health-wales-biodiversity-action-plan-highlights-importance-of-green-spaces-in-reducing-health-inequalities/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cyclinguk.org/sites/default/files/document/2019/02/ridesofwaycyclingukoffroadreport.pdf
https://www.wato.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/OAW-Manifesto-2026-FINAL-sml.pdf

