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1.	Introduction





Parks, gardens or other uses of open space for aesthetic or similar purposes have probably been an important part of the urban fabric ever since people first established fixed and permanent settlements (Hamilton-Smith 1996). This in itself suggests that there has long been an awareness that there was some human benefit derived from these spaces. 



Today, public open space in urban areas appears in an immense diversity of forms. This report will concentrate upon those areas which are formally recognised as parks or gardens in both the names applied to such areas and the provision for their effective management. Regrettably, as noted by Hamilton-Smith & Mercer (1991), although these are much more frequently used by many more people than the more distant and highly publicised wild land parks, there has been very little research compared with that examining the wild land areas. This partly because wild lands are (wrongly) assumed to pose much more interesting research issues but largely because urban parks have generally been managed by local government authorities unable to develop a significant budget for research.



However, there are also many other, sometimes temporary but often permanent, informal open spaces which may be quite highly valued by the public. They may also be used for the same purposes as the parks and should be more fully recognised in urban planning. The only significant Australian study of these (Hamilton-Smith 1975) was never published because of the demise of the commissioning agency. Thus, it is impossible to give adequate attention to them here, although their potential value will be noted at appropriate points. 



This report will not deal with major sporting and fitness facilities. The massive industrialisation of sport means that the extent to which they can now be considered as public open space is questionable, and they are often claimed to bring a complex and often costly package of largely private benefits and considerable public disbenefits (See, for instance, Centre for Health Promotion and Research 1990). To deal with this issue would not only demand a major study in its own right, but it falls outside of the province of this report. 



The term benefit is often used to signify an economic or monetary value. However, in the present context, benefits are defined to include any improved or advantageous condition of an individual person, a group or category of persons, an organisation or community, society as a whole or any other entity, e.g,., ‘the environment’. It may be possible to place a monetary value upon some of these benefits, or at least upon part of them, but many simply cannot be given any meaningful monetary value. 













Benefits, as described above, can be generated from each of a number of values of public open spaces in urban areas:









Existence values: Just the knowledge that open space exists, even if one never visits it, can be a source of satisfaction and community identity - one often hears that a specific suburb or metropolis is ‘a lovely place to live’, simply on the basis of the prevalence of trees, or of simple open areas.

�� 









Experiential values: Simply being in open space may be important in itself - and this is often defined by time as well as by spatial dimensions. Being in the park may be particularly significant as a lunchbreak experience, an early morning experience or an after-work experience. There is an extensive body of research (see the summary by Ulrich et al, 1991) which demonstrates that being in a ‘green’ space reduces psycho-physiological stress, and this in turn provides for maintenance and efficacy of the body’s immune system - a major source of the health benefits of open space. Further, may people enjoy the aesthetic qualities of open space and finds this adds a further psychological benefit to their experience.

��









Productive Values: Some open spaces have been utilised for small-scale agricultural production. For instance, there are a number of important historic orchards (one within the Parks Victoria system), community gardens and children’s farms. A particularly interesting example occurs in Berne, Switzerland, where the demand for community gardens (strip allotment estates) exceeded the available suitable land in the surrounding country, and some of the City’s traditional squares were changed from being simply formal ornamental spaces to being strip allotments.

��
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Many of the claimed benefits of open space are derived from the opportunities which are specifically provided by open space. All of these emerge from a determined relationship between park spaces, park managers and park visitors, rather than just resulting from being in the park (Hamilton-Smith 1994).





Opportunities for activity, whether walking, running, cycling, picnicking or just lying in the sun. It is a sad reflection upon the imagination of recreation professionals that parks generally remain the only public recreation facilities where families can join together in a common outing or activity - most recreation is segregated by age, gender, skill levels or some other criteria. 

��







Opportunities for socialising: For many people, the most important element of their recreational experience is the extent to which it provides the chance for interaction with others. Any activity undertaken pales into relative insignificance by comparison with the importance of companionship and friendship.

��





Opportunities for spirituality: Others see the chance to be alone, or with very special friends, and to meditate, contemplate or just to be as the most valuable element of their outdoor experience.

��





Opportunities for establishing a sense of self or of identity:  Some people may talk of a sense of ownership or of  belonging. A South American colleague talks of the way in which tree-planting has enabled him to rediscover the relationship with Mother Earth which he had lost in the process of migration. Lee (1972), in a seminal paper, drew attention to the way in which many groups of people are able to appropriate and identify with a specific place in a park.

��



Economic benefits may be direct, e.g., fees and charges for use of a park or for services provided on a park or indirect, e.g., the increased land values of neighbouring properties, or activity-based, e.g. the increased income accrued by petrol stations, neighbouring shops and barbecue supply merchants as a result of the use of a suburban park.  





It is extremely difficult to assign valid economic measures to social and community benefits, partly because of  valuation problems and partly because of measurement problems (see below). Further, the ways in which social benefits develop and relate are complex, to say the least. Let us use the health benefits which result just from being in a ‘green space’ as an example. We know from laboratory- based studies that entering a park will cause a virtually immediate reduction in physiological stress and that in turn this leads to strengthening of the immune system. But in the real situation, this impact takes place prior to any feeling by the individual of relation or stress reduction. 



However, people often become consciously aware of their relaxation and stress reduction after having been in the park for a relatively short period. They may well report this when asked, either at the time or much later, but they may also focus on other aspects of their visit if asked while in the park; alternatively, they may tell us about relaxation while in the park, but talk of other more enduring memories if asked later. In fact, although laboratory work has clarified the mechanisms through which being in a park or other ‘green space may result in health benefits, most research has relied upon self-reported benefits, namely, the extent to which people recognise the benefits which they believe that they receive and can verbalise.



The next problem is that even though regular park visitors are likely to enjoy better health, it is extremely difficult to measure just how much this is due to their park visiting and how much to a great range of other causes. The basic research problem is that no phenomenon ever has a single cause - and no action ever has a single outcome. 

Although laboratory research tells us that people do in fact enjoy health benefits as a result of park visiting, it is again impossible to track just how much the better health of people contributes to community or broad social benefits, e.g., in reduced medical costs, disease prevention, greater productivity, etc.



Finally, most of the research on and documentation of benefits to date has focussed almost entirely on the consumer - in this case, the park visitor. However, there are a wide range of other beneficiaries and this report deals primarily with the community sector. Although based largely upon literature review, it must also draw upon the author’s professional experience, as community benefits from urban parks are inadequately reported upon or studied. Interestingly, the sum of individual benefits in itself contributes to the community sector - healthy people contribute in a number of ways to the well-being of the community, while a strong community sector contributes to society as a whole.



The preceding discussion is summarised below in tabular form. Those areas of concern, action or understanding which provide the major themes of this report are shown in bold type - but other relevant areas are shown to demonstrate the wider context.
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Fig. 1:  A framework for considering benefits to the community





Over the last century, the very notion of community has undergone both considerable change and a great deal of debate amongst social scientists. Essentially, it demands human interaction and co-operation, common ties or interests and a sense of positive values. At one time, geographical proximity was assumed, but that has steadily decreased in importance and mobility and communication have changed radically. The term is not used negatively nor is it normally applied to groups that are subject to general disapproval, e.g., criminal organisations or gangs. 



Probably readers can recall the extent to which many important localised services now provided by paid staff once depended entirely upon  community associations and volunteer effort. The dominant sense of local co-operation and general altruism which drove that level of social organisation has been disrupted. This is related to a number of complex social changes, including increasing urbanisation, the conversion of many volunteer services to formal organisations with paid staff, increasing industrialisation and the rise of economic rationalism or the new managerialism. 









However, in spite of, or perhaps because of  all this, there is now a clear demand for the revival of community action. Friedman (1999), in an insightful analysis of  contemporary globalisation,  presents a forceful argument for its dialectic or contradictory status, with the quest for unbridled economic success being countered by the human demand for a sense of self in a comfortable, even nostalgic community. People are seeking and finding new ways of sharing in community, and this, of course, has many implications for park management.









The major problem in compiling this report lies firstly in the paucity of research on urban parks, and secondly, to an even greater degree, to the paucity of research on the benefits to the community sector. 



As noted in the report, many community organisations do use park resources in furthering their objectives and this represents both a significant direct and indirect economic benefit and often a considerable increase in program quality.



However, the potential for this use of parks is far from being fully realised: its more widespread realisation demands proactive leadership from park managers.
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Reviewing benefits of parks to the community sector



The first major review of recreation benefits is Driver, Brown & Peterson (eds.), Benefits of Leisure (Venture Publishing 1991). The most recent work which provides a significant updating is Balmer, K. & Clarke, B., 1997, The Benefits Catalogue (Canadian Parks and Recreation Association, 1997). This summarises what is currently known under 8 marketing-oriented headings : 



1. Recreation and active living are ESSENTIAL TO PERSONAL HEALTH



 2. Recreation is a key to balanced HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



3. Recreation and parks are essential to QUALITY OF LIFE  



4. Recreation reduces self-destructive and ANTI-SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 



5. Recreation and parks build STRONG FAMILIES and HEALTHY   

    COMMUNITIES



6. PAY NOW or PAY MORE LATER ! Recreation reduces health care, 

    social service and police-justice costs



7. Recreation and Parks are significant ECONOMIC GENERATORS



8. Parks, open spaces and natural areas are essential to ECOLOGICAL 

    SURVIVAL



Both of these works remain invaluable references. The current report draws upon, yet differs significantly from these in two ways. It firstly focuses attention upon benefits to the community sector, and secondly arranges these within a framework of initiatives which might be taken by park managers:



Optimising access to ‘green space’ 



Opportunities for productive open space



Opportunities for activities



Opportunities for socialising



Opportunities for spirituality



Developing personal and community identity



Strengthening the community

��

2.	Optimising access to ‘Green Space’ 



The experience of ‘green space’ with its reduction of psycho-physiological stress and consequent enhancement of the immune system, is essentially an individual benefit. This is thoroughly documented  (e.g., Jemmott 1985, Kennedy et al, 1990, Ulrich 1986, 1991, Ulrich et al. 1991a, 1991b) and does not demand further detailing here. However, this provides the basis for community benefit as a result of both reduction in ill health and an increase in human productivity.



This alone leads us to important implications for the community as a whole and for urban parks in particular.:



There is a clear correlation between the ready availability of and access to green space on one hand and to land values on the other. This in itself is an excellent prima facie indicator of perceived benefits - people are willing to pay for ready access to green space.



The major urban parks play a very important role in this. In particular, they are potentially able to provide for spaces which are quiet and uncrowded and hence optimise the psychological component of stress relief. There are many excellent examples of this in the Sydney Harbour  Parks and in such sites as the Botanic Gardens and Centennial Park. The maintenance of the quiet corners is vital in any further planning. 



Several researchers (Hull 1990, Nettleton 1992, Nettleton & Dickinson 1992) and a considerable number of broader studies on self-reported benefits (e.g., Hamilton-Smith 1998) emphasise the importance of improved mood states as a product of being at leisure in the outdoors. This, it is arguable that the reduction of stress and improvement of mood states together provide the basis for more positive human relationships and greater productivity.



As the density of occupation in urban areas increases, so private gardens are less widely available,  and so the importance of greening small informal open spaces is increased. This might include planting of building forecourts or plaza areas, more numerous and more diverse street trees and revegetation of any other small informal areas. A web of linear spaces is one of the valuable ways of optimising accessibility in its potential for providing walking and cycling tracks which are accessible along their length. 



Much Australian parks planning assumes that visitors will travel to the parks by means of their own motor vehicle. It is forgotten that as the gap widens between rich and poor with an increasing number living in relative poverty, and as the population ages, an increasing proportion of the population are finding parks less accessible. 

�

3.	Opportunities for productive open space



Examples of productive public open spaces include:



Community Gardens (Strip allotments) 



Historic orchards



Urban farms



Although there is growing interest in and an increasing number of such parks throughout the world, there appear to be very few benefit research studies which relate specifically to this kind of space usage. Even in Europe, with its immense number of strip allotments, the only research has focussed upon the contribution of these to economic well being. However, the scale and character of these European strip allotments is such that the research findings are of little or no relevance to the Australian situation.



However, it is clear that they do offer special opportunities for :



Enhancing family self-sufficiency in an urban environment



Educational programs targeting or operated by schools, community associations, etc.



Experimental programs for assessment of strategies in such areas as sustainability, increased efficiency in use of energy and other resources, etc.



Outings of historic or nostalgic value for local history and other educational organisations and for older people



Involvement and sharing in community action through work projects and aspects of park management, and



Strengthening of the sense of community identity and of altruism



Considerable community benefits may also result from the preservation of cultural heritage with its impact upon people’s sense of their collective history and identity.

There may well be benefits from the maintenance of the gene pool of species or strains of food plants which have otherwise been destroyed or died out.  



This should be recognised as an important role for public open space in urban areas, and opportunities to develop this kind of park should not be lightly passed over. There is a clear prima facie case to claim that considerable benefits must accrue from any of these strategies in land use.  



�The most interesting example in Australia is probably provided by CERES (Centre for Education and Research in Environmental Strategies) in the inner suburb of Brunswick. CERES is a not-for-profit community association, established 17 years ago, and operating on a reclaimed tip site leased from the local government authority (now city of Moreland). 



It has developed a range of facilities including vegetable gardens and farm areas, permaculture gardens, a composting methods exhibition, waste-reduction and recycling displays, plant nursery, cafeteria, eco-centre, Koori village, African Village, and Indonesian and Maori programs. 



The site also offers an immense diversity of training, work opportunity and short course programs as well as various special events including musical and artistic events and a number of festivals. The fact that it has generated a financial turnover in excess of $1m per annum is a major indicator of its success and level of activity. 



There is excellent prima facie evidence that Ceres has made a significant contribution to awareness and attitude change in relation to environmental matters, and that this in turn has generated a great deal of behavioural change. But regrettably, there has been no formal evaluation of  these community benefits. 



Some further details are included here as Appendix A.

�4.	Opportunities for Activities



This is perhaps the most obvious opportunity for community use of and benefit from public open space. Moreover, it is relatively easy for managers to communicate to the wider community and to implement. Examples of potential areas of action are outlined below in Table 1.



Activity Opportunity�Examples�Potential community agency interest��Use of trails�Walking, running, cycling�Schools and other Educational institutions

Community Health programs 

Seniors programs��Informal sport�‘One-off’ matches, volley-ball�Schools and other Educational institutions

Social clubs

Welfare agencies��Other Exercise�Tai-chi and other activities which prefer open space, 

personal development programmes �Schools and other Educational institutions

Community health programs

��Visual Artistic expression�Painting, drawing, sculpture, photography

Kite-flying�Schools and other Educational institutions

Community arts programs��Performing arts�Dance, music, drama�Schools and other Educational institutions

Community Arts Programs��Literary expression�Writing short stories, poetry�Schools and other Educational institutions

Community Arts Programs��Natural History�Bird-watching, mammal survey, aquatic studies, plant identification and survey�Schools and other Educational institutions

Naturalist Clubs

Adult education programs

Seniors programs��Environmental�Re-vegetation, weeding, stream or wetland restoration�Schools and other Educational institutions

��Cultural�Community events and celebrations

�Cultural communities��



Table 1: Potential uses of public open space for 

activity opportunities



Educational opportunities are emphasised strongly in the table. Roggenbuck at al (1990) summarise and analyse a wide range of evidence which demonstrates that a great number of kinds of learning occur through recreational and other activities in the outdoors. In a related area, although it is widely believed that play provides immense learning and other benefits to children, and it is very clear that it can do so, Barnett (1991) shows that empirical evidence of this is difficult to gain, because of research design and other problems. 



The almost universal assumption that vigorous exercise  brings health benefits must be questioned. Part of the problem is that there is a widespread confusion between fitness (the capacity for peak performance) and wellness (continuing normal functioning and longevity with relative freedom from morbidity). There is no question that (a) a certain level of physical activity is essential to continued wellness and (b) continuing inactivity is at least as much a health hazard as smoking, high blood pressure and high cholesterol levels.



However, the question is one of how much and how strenuous one’s activity should be. In part, this is a matter of individual variation - what is just right for one person may be excessive for another. But large-scale population studies demonstrate that consistent (preferably daily) but relatively gentle exercise (even for 15-20 minutes) is enough to bring about major changes in health (Paffenbarger et al 1986, 1991, 1993; Leon et al 1987; Froelicher & Froelicher 1991; Stephens & Craig 1990). As in many other areas, the evidence relates to individual benefits, but it is easy to see that if people are more well, then there are considerable community benefits.



Conversely, despite the Australian passion for sport, the empirical evidence is that the focus on both fitness and sport not only fails to yield significant health benefits, but provides a very costly disbenefit to both the people concerned and to the community. A carefully evidenced estimate made in 1990 argued that the cost of sport and fitness injuries totalled at least $ 1b. per annum (Centre for Health Promotion and Research 1990).  The remarkable rate of industrialisation of sport since then has probably changed this situation, although equivalent estimates of costs of injury are not available.



There are also a range of beliefs about the social benefits of sport - ideals like fair play, comradeship and co-operation, self-discipline, loyalty. However, the emphasis upon competitiveness and winning (“Winning isn’t everything, but it’s a hell of lot more important than whatever comes second!”) mitigates against these values. Research generally demonstrates that there is very little evidence that sport contributes to desirable personality or character development, moral development or social values (McPherson et al 1989, Wankel & Berger 1991)

















Research evidence on benefits of the visual and performing arts is limited, although the very real evidence of community willingness to pay is a strong indication of self-perceived benefits. The role of the arts in health programs has been the subject of a number of action-research programs carried out by the Arts Council of New Zealand (Wise 1992, Madill 1930).they argue such benefits as: 



assisting recovery from illness

fostering self esteem and individual expression

providing diversion from pain or tedium

being a creative stimulus

reducing medication

creation of social linkages

enhancing communication



Although these programs were carried out in health and welfare facilities, their benefits may well have been even greater if they were able to be exported to the outdoors.



On a wider basis, a review of studies on the effects of art and music education in the United States found that self-concept in the emotional and social development of children was significantly enhanced by their participation in the arts (National Endowment for the Arts 1995)



Involvement in environmental and natural history programs has certainly been demonstrated to enhance appreciation of the natural environment and hence to foster environmentally responsible behaviour (Rolston 1991). 



A study by VanSiri (1997), involving 1,600 households in Calgary showed that respondents whose past experience has led them to a less object-centered, more affiliation oriented experience with urban nature: 



Would put environmental needs first in conflict over urban natural areas. 

Have a greater tendency to select natural areas as the number one open space funding priority. 

Overall are more supportive of strategies to preserve natural area parkland in the city. 

Are more likely to find strategies to address the needs of wildlife in the city plus more support to change planning practice in order to maximise the provision of natural parkland in communities. 



Roggenbuck et al (1990) recorded that when active citizen conservationists and educators were questioned about what most prompted their involvement and success in environmental issues, the most consistent and important explanatory variable was long-term experience with relatively pristine environments, beginning at an early age. They argue that outdoor education/recreation is the best available method for fostering environmental sensitivity and responsibility. 



We will return to the issue of cultural activities below in section 7. 



There is therefore very adequate evidence to support the accrual of individual benefits from undertaking activities in parks and the sum of these individual benefits provides a community benefit.



What is not so clear is the extent to which community organisations are making the optimal use of parks as a setting within which to advance their own objectives in community service. 





A personal comment from the author:



I live very close to a major urban park with a great diversity of environments in the one park - various grassland areas, various woodlands, cliffs, river and riparian habitats, wetlands, historic buildings, picnic shelters, barbecues, a golf course, a diversity of pathways and trails.



Almost every day there would be at least one community agency or other large group using the park for any one of a wide range of activities. Yet, there are at least some dozens of such organisations in the immediate vicinity who never use it - some seem to not even know what it has to offer!



I suspect this is typical. 

��

There is probably a need for parks to do two things to optimise their accessibility to community organisations:



To look at the ways in which the physical environment might be made more attractive and useful to medium-sized groups for any of a wide range of programs



To market the park to local or regional organisations by making their diversity of settings and facilities much better known.



 �

5.	Opportunities for socialising



A great deal of the personal and family use of parks is based in socialising - picnics, barbecues and the like. In fact, one of the greatest contributions of urban parks lies in the fact that they are one of the few public recreational services which provide for people of all ages to share in recreation (see p. 4 above). 



There is also a great potential for encouraging organisational use of parks for these purposes (See section 4 above). One might think of:



Community residential programs for people with special needs



Other welfare programs



Social organisations - Probus clubs, Rotary, Apex, Kiwanis, etc.



Workplace events or celebrations



Seniors organisations



Hamilton-Smith (1992) summarised the very extensive evidence which demonstrates both the importance of personal relationships and the extent to which these are provided during recreation. As this paper provides a substantial review of the role of personal / social relationships, its content is largely drawn from the health sciences rather than leisure studies, there has been little substantive advance in knowledge since its publication, and it is extremely difficult to condense further, it is reproduced here as appendix B.  
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6.	Opportunities for spirituality



Again, much of the spiritual experience of parks is based in personal, often solitary, visits. But there are some group visits with a considerable opportunity for spiritual reflection and experience. The outstanding example is probably the use of parks for wedding ceremonies. At least some parks have recognised this by appropriate planting to provide medium-sized sequestered areas with special attention to their aesthetic qualities. Given such areas, perhaps they might also be utilised for christening ceremonies, funeral gatherings, open air religious observances, meditation groups or any other occasions where silence and dignity are important.



The wider role of recreational experience in providing opportunities for spirituality has been reviewed by McDonald and Schreyer (1991). Driver et al (1987), in a wilderness-based study, found that the spiritual domain was ranked 8th in importance out of 16 domains, and although there is no comparable study in an urban park, spirituality would doubtess be seen as important by many people. but examined in very considerable depth by Driver et al (1996). By using the term Hard-to-define Human Values and Experiences, the latter book highlights the difficulty which park managers and social scientists alike have in dealing with the spiritual dimension of park experience. 



This proved to be the case in what is probably the most comprehensive Australian study on benefits of outdoor recreation (Hamilton-Smith 1998). Although spirituality was often referred to in informal qualitative interviews, it proved difficult to capture the same ideas in a formal questionnaire. However, both these aspects of the study demonstrated that a large number of people, in one set of words or another, were endeavouring the convey the sense of spirituality which the outdoors offered to them. 



Driver at al (1987), while recognising the difficulty of definition,  suggested that spirituality would probably include such elements as :



Introspection and reflection on deep personal values. 

The elements of human devotion. 

Reverence, respect, wonder, awe, mystery, inspiration. 

Interaction with and relationship t o something other and greater than oneself; sense of humility. 

Sense of timelessness, integration, continuity, connectedness, and community. 

Feeling a sense of place, special attachment to place. 

Use of natural areas for mental well-being and associated effects on physical well-being. 

Cognitive appreciation of heritage/historic sites and areas for a sense of cultural continuity, appreciation of cultural roots and meanings. 

Nature-based, multi-sensory, aesthetic experiences which include but go beyond the visual/scenic experience. 

Representations and expressions of artistic interpretations of nature. 



While many people might disagree with one or more of these, the list does emphasise the potential breadth of the concept and does point to the importance of sensitive park design if  these experiences are to be provided in an urban setting. While recognising that spirituality is not the same as religion, Kaza (1996) provides an extremely useful summary of the ways in which each of the major religions would see the spiritual significance of the natural environment.

�

7.	Developing personal and community identity



Parks can provide excellent opportunities for those seeking to develop and reinforce their sense of identity with the land and within their local social community. A few specific examples include:



Some Friends of the Parks groups who develop a sense of community and of their group identity through undertaking projects within the park and through welcoming other visitors



Revegetation projects may have a special appeal to those who have come from other countries and see tree-planting as a way to ‘put down their personal roots’ through the symbolism of trees and to develop relationships with others in their community



There are many outdoor programs developed specifically to offer opportunities for the repair of damaged identity amongst the mentally ill, homeless youth, young criminals, drug-addicted people and others. Often these have utilised wildland areas and adventure activity, but this is not a vital prerequisite - such programs can and should be offered in urban parks. Such programs are assessed by Easley et al (1990) and Levitt (1991) who demonstrate that given adequate sensitivity to the needs of specific populations, they can indeed be valuable. In fact, one of the most comprehensive series of benefits identified in a single target group are those identified by Levitt (1991) as outcomes of special programs for the mentally ill. Another similarly impressive list is that provided in the review of outcomes from therapeutic recreation programs by Coyle et al. (1991) 



Parks are being used extensively by unemployed people because they provide a recreational opportunity at low cost. If they do nothing more than provide a place to fill in time, the benefits may be extremely limited. But if they provide an opportunity to develop and practise a specific leisure interest, they may well provide a very important level of  benefit. Lobo (1996a, 1996b) has demonstrated that, particularly in mid-life unemployment, a deep commitment to some form of leisure provides the basis for a continuing sense of self-esteem and self-worth which maintains the integrity of the unemployed person. Often the form of leisure which is genuinely beneficial in this situation confirms to Stebbins’ concept of ‘Serious Leisure’ - e.g., an amateur pursuit, hobby, or community volunteer role. 



Another related approach to recognising and understanding the importance of a deep involvement in and commitment to leisure is that of Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1990, 1993, 1996, 1997, Czikszentmihalyi & Czikszentmihalyi 1998, Czikszentmihalyi and Kleiber 1991) who looks at the notion of flow: self-motivated action in which ones abilities are challenged and maintained through meeting appropriate challenges. In a series of books and articles, he has developed the notion of flow as being central to the development of a soundly based sense of identity embedded in one’s own social context. Flow may be equally attained in either work-as-job or through leisure. However, Lobo’s work shows the very vulnerability (in the contemporary world) of an identity built around work-as-job.



However, these targeted programs are only a tip of the iceberg. Haggard & Williams (1991) show how any involvement in recreation has implications for personal identity, and in turn, the sense of self-identity which results has implications for the relationship between the individual person and the community or even wider society. This in turn leads to a discussion of the ethical implications of fostering particular kinds of identity (see Dustin 1984, 1985).



By contrast and at the broadest level, there is a very real extent to which the sense of national identity in any country owes a great deal to the way in which land is perceived and used. There is a widespread awareness of the extent to which much of the Australian sense of national identity owes a great deal to the ‘bush’ and the ‘beach’. Park managers can either support the maintenance of the distinctively Australian attitude to the environment, or dilute it by filling our parks with exactly the same features as are found in other English-speaking modern countries.



�

8.	Strengthening the community



Virtually by way of summary, it may now be useful to draw together the ways in which a lively and proactive urban parks system may serve to strengthen the community as whole. 



There is no question that people see the very existence of parks and the provision of recreation services as being beneficial in itself and as enhancing the quality of community life (Allen 1991, Marans 1991). A particularly valuable  study was carried out in the United States by Godbey et al.(1992), then replicated in Canada by Harper et al. (1997). [A similar replication was planned for Australia, but at the time, there were several changes of state governments, with consequent changes in policy directions and funding was withdrawn.]



Both of these studies demonstrated a very high level of public support for local recreation programmes and facilities, with parks being seen as the most important. Regrettably, the telephone interview method suffered from several flaws. The first is that it did not distinguish between ‘benefits to the community’ being defined as the sum of individual benefits or defined in terms of benefits to community structures and process. A second is that, like most park studies, the number who reported not visiting parks was almost certainly exaggerated. 



However, both provided an invaluable picture of the extent to which people saw parks as beneficial. There is a great deal of detailed information in both reports, and it is only possible here to provide a broad summary. 



A majority of people visited their local parks -75% in the United States and 86% of Canadians. 

 Table 2 below summarises some of the key results in this area of these studies. 



�U.S.A. 1992�Canada 1997��% respondents who saw some or a great deal of benefits to themselves from local parks�

83.7�

86��% respondents who saw some or a great deal of benefits to their household from local parks�

79.2�

97��% respondents who saw some or a great deal of benefits to the community from local parks�

94.4�

94��

Table 2: Perception of parks benefits in USA & Canada



The most commonly identified  benefits which individuals (in both countries) saw themselves as gaining  as a result of visiting parks were relaxation, fitness and health, a place for children, nature and socialising. The benefits which they saw as accruing to the community as a whole were expressed in a very similar way which in itself tends to suggest that they were perceiving community benefit as a total of individual benefits. 

There is an immense literature, covered all too briefly in this report, detailing the potential benefits of leisure which may accrue to individual persons. Many of these benefits are provided by urban parks, and in total, they collectively strengthen the community as a whole. However, the optimisation of these benefits demands proactive management. Many of them demand special kinds of opportunity and do not just occur spontaneously simply from any old park !



Balmer and Clarke (1997) provide a directly relevant summary of evidence that parks play a key role in helping to build strong  and self-sufficient communities and to develop pride in ones own community. They point to the massive involvement of volunteers in recreation and park development, and to the wider ramifications of this movement:



Acted as a natural vehicle to connect diverse sectors (education, recreation, social welfare) that traditionally worked independently. 

Did not compete with other programs or partnerships but rather created new ones and built on existing networks that shared resources, reduced duplication. 

Communities became reacquainted with their own resources, strengths and assets-collective action. 

Collaboration was cost effective for all the partners. 

Connected residents and enhanced a sense of community and nurtured new community leaders. 

Is a tool for reaching out into the community to facilitate daily physical activity. 

Created visibility for community leaders and groups, service clubs. 

Lends itself to community assessments of needs and strengths. 

Created new and valuable information to share with other communities and governments. 

Champions showed they understand determinants of health and thus are natural leaders for the governance of decentralized community health services. 

Created a way to reach the under-serviced and build community leadership, ownership, enthusiasm and pride. 

Contributed to the national knowledge base about how to create healthy communities through a community driven, decentralized approach. 



























�9. Further Research



It is clear from this review that the focus upon individual benefits has distracted attention from understanding of community benefits. It is easy to see that the total of individual benefits will provide very considerable, even if indirect, community benefits. Important as it is, this approach is just one aspect of the community benefits picture, and because it is indirect, it often leads to totally fallacious conclusions. 



As one example of poor reasoning, one regularly hears estimates of the savings in medical costs as a result of fitness programs reducing coronary illness, and hence the cost of treatment or early mortality. Obviously, it is desirable that people live a long and healthy life - but not for the purpose of reducing medical expenses. But the so-called economic benefits are largely fallacious. In the first place the cost of health services to the nation has only a very limited relationship to the incidence of illness, and in the second, longer life usually results in higher costs for treatment and care. 



The research which has not been done is to:



examine the extent to which public open space provides a valuable environment for the whole range of community services and programs, and

the further extent to which in this way, public open space provides for services and programs which would otherwise be impossible, and 

To assess the outcomes for the community of park services which are specifically aimed at achieving community benefits 



Research of this kind should be as open-ended as possible and give consideration to not only local service development and provision, but also to wider and less tangible benefits such as the re-inforcement of civil society (Cox 1995) altruism and a sense of community or national identity. 
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	Describing CERES





	From tip to a tip top city farm, The Age (Melbourne) 3rd May, 2000





	Extracts from the 1999 Annual Report.�
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Reviewing the research



In 1897, Emile Durkheim published Suicide, a book now recognised as the first major empirical sociological study. This made explicit what is now 'common wisdom', namely that people who are well integrated into their own culture and society are also more healthy, but until recently, there has been little further progress in understanding the nature and causes of this linkage.



During the 1970's, the rise of interest in psycho�social factors in health and illness stimulated considerable further research in relation to both mental health (e.g., Caplan 1974) and physical health (e.g., Cassel 1976). However, these and other studies of the period were methodologically weak, and did not establish whether there was any causal relationship between social relationships and wellness.



By 1988, House et al (1988) were able to summarise a number of epidemiological studies in both North America and Northern Europe which indicated that one's level of social relationships is effectively and strongly predictive of mortality levels ; various differences in relation to gender and culture were reported and demand further investigation; the impact upon morbidity was less clear, but there were significant indications of linkage (e.g., Ruberman et al 1984, Seeman and Syme 1987).



��













These studies were supported by laboratory evidence, including studies demonstrating linkages between personal�social relationships on one hand and physiological reactions, including the state of the immune system, on the other. This is certainly suggestive of an impact upon morbidity, and as noted above, at least some clinical studies demonstrate this. In summary, they concluded that the potential impact of personal�social relationships upon health was at least equivalent to that of ceasing smoking



They then argued the need for broader theoretical and practical understandings, emphasising the need to '. . . distinguish between (i) the existence or quality of social relationships, (ii) their formal structure (such as density or reciprocity) and (iii) the actual content of these relationships, such as social support.' They then pointed to the need '. . . for better understanding of the social, psychological and biological processes that link the existence, quantity, structure or content of social relationships to health.' They concluded with a discussion of the importance of this research as a basis for health promotion policies and programs. In this, they noted that opportunities for development of relationships are changing and are arguably decreasing, and so suggested that attention must be given to creative policy development in order to meet the challenges posed by wider social change.



Current knowledge suggests that social relationships affect wellness by "fostering a sense of meaning or coherence that promotes health" (Antonovsky 1979, 1987), by facilitating positive health�related behaviours, or by the provision of social support.



Too much of the research has been based upon the assumption that personal relationships provide a support function (e.g., Sauer and Coward 1985, Cohen 1988) rather than setting out to test the validity of that assumption. However, that position has increasingly been questioned and there is an increasing awareness that other potential functions of relationships, e.g., enjoyment and arousal, distraction from introspection, and simple companionship may be very important (Kelly 1983 ; Rook 1984 ; Larson, Mannell and Zuzanek 1986 ; Kendig 1986 Adams and Blieszner 1989 ; Rook 1990). Part of the problem here is that, as I pointed out in a previous paper (above), our discourse is still immersed in ideas about morbidity and mortality rather than quality of life, and this is especially so when we use epidemiological data. The inter�relationship between personal� / social relationships, leisure and quality of life has been identified as a key area for exploration.



Rook (1990), found that previous research upon personal�social relationships amongst older adults focussed almost entirely upon social support. She then turned to an examination of companionship per se. She firstly distinguished conceptually between support and companionship, and then established that it was possible to also distinguish empirically between them. 

��.

A number of processes through which companionship might contribute to well�being were identified, including stimulation of arousal and affect, transcendence of mundane concerns, affirmation of self�worth, deflection from introspection, and avoidance of the 'costs' associated with social support. Similarly, Gibson and Mugford (1986) in an Australian study of ageing people argued that friendship networks fulfilled a number of health�related functions, including not only practical and emotional support, but having confidants, a sense of being accepted by others, being reassured of one's own worth, and having opportunities for participation with others. 



Some very important theoretical ideas arise from the work of Antonovsky (1979, 1987). He has established that 'coherence', rather than support, provides a useful operational concept in studying the basis of wellness. This is essentially identical with the idea of social cohesion (Barchas and Mendoza 1984) which Burch and Hamilton�Smith (1991) argue is developed and mediated by each individual in terms of their lived experience through personal�social relationships, and can best be understood within the framework of leisure theory.



These ideas point to the importance of clarifying the various types of personal� / social relationships (Wellman and Wortley 1990) ; examining the total range of functions fulfilled by friendships and other personal�social relationships ; and to considering both positive and negative impacts of such relationships. Research to date has rarely examined negative impacts of relationships, and even when it has done so, it has been within unduly simplistic models which have ignored Herzberg's (1966) principle, now well established in leisure research, that sources of satisfaction and dis�satisfaction often comprise different variables, rather then simply being differing measurements of the same variables.



So, this introductory overview of some of the research literature tells us that even though some relationships are clearly damaging in their impact (Rook 1989), overall patterns of personal / social relationships are extremely important to wellness, and that although we have some indications of the nature of this relationship, we still need further study if we are to do more in policy formulation or program development to make the most of this potential avenue for health promotion.



Linking with recreation, leisure and lifestyle



Let me start by linking personal / social relationships to recreation. Just as recreation in total involves a relative freedom of choice, so it provides us with a relative freedom of choice in our associates. Recreation is a major arena for meeting people, making acquaintances and friends, developing and enhancing our relationship skills, and forming group bonds with friends. 
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Burch and Hamilton-�Smith (1991) have argued this point at much greater length, essentially postulating that it is through these networks of personal relationships that we relate to wider society and develop our own sense of continuity or cohesion.



Recreation also provides for a number of inter�related benefits which reinforce the personal relationship benefits, including providing an arena for enjoying quality experience and attaining personal satisfaction (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 1990, Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi 1988, Csikszentmihalyi and Kleiber 1991) which in turn enhances mood states (Hull 1991). It provides an important arena for learning (Roggenbuck et al 1991) and the development of a more positive sense of self identity (Erikson 1968 ; Haggard and Williams 1991). There is good evidence which suggests that recreating together enhances family bonding (Orthner and Mancini 1991) and that having adequate opportunity for recreation is seen as enhancing our quality of life (Allen 1991 ; Marans and Mohai 1991).



All of these together add up to quality of life. So at the most positive view of wellness, recreation makes an immense contribution. If we return briefly to the morbidity �mortality perspective, the combination of personal relationships through recreation, of enhanced self�identity, of involvement in the natural environment and positive mood states have all been shown to have a positive impact upon our wellness, probably through the extent to which they reduce physiological stress and hence enhance the immune system.



In the broad view, a nation�wide Australian study by Headey (1988) asked respondents what contributed most to their life satisfaction. Leisure rated most highly, and a very large part of this was due to the friendship component included here. So, if we assume that life satisfaction is strongly related to wellness in the broad sense, the leisure is a central ingredient, and this is largely because of its relationship dimensions.  



We all experience relationships which have negative and positive effects, even though we try to avoid the former. We still know all too little here, but we can outline some evidence which points to ways in which we might think about improved directions in recreation policy and practice.



Starting with intimate relationships, Orthner and Mancini (1991) summarise evidence which suggests that taking part in recreation together serves to strengthen family bonding. So, we might well look towards ways in which we can provide a much wider range of opportunities for participation by families. 
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This may also raise questions about many of the age�segregated, gender�segregated programs. Many of these are essentially competitive in character and atmosphere, and although competition provides for arousal and stimulation, it also creates an environment where we have to relate to 'those�who�must�be�reckoned�with' (shades of Rumpole !) rather then friends and confidants � even though some of our rivals will also become friends.  



Then there is the question of making friends. A great deal of research shows that many people select recreational activities and behaviours on the basis of being with like people. Often decisions to take part in specific recreational pursuits are made jointly with friends ; the opinions of friends certainly influence us in those choices ; and many adopt specific recreational activities in order to make friends. Clubs or other social activities often generate their own in�house jokes about the extent to which their activities act as a sort of matrimonial, matchmaking agency. Of course, the matchmaking industry itself uses recreational activities as a major part of the services available to their clients.



Turning to a later stage of the life cycle, Larson et al (1986) have shown that friends may mean a great deal to older people, often having a more positive impact upon their well�being than do family relationships. There is certainly some evidence which suggests that it is the level of friendship networks rather than family bonding which delays the entry of ageing people to residential care. Of course, this is all very understandable and does not represent any necessary critique of family relationships which are so often, almost essentially, ambivalent and ambiguous. Older people say 'I love my children � but I wish they wouldn't tell me how to live !'



Hammer (1983), in an early paper on the nature of the linkages between social relationships and wellness, argued that more attention should be paid to the extended networks of friends and acquaintances rather than just the core groupings of intimate friends, at least in part because these wider circles may provide an opportunity for the replacement of core members as these are lost in the process of ageing.



Some other work on the relationships of older people has demonstrated the value of both control and reciprocity in relationships (Schulz 1976, Schulz and Hanusa 1978, Purcell and Keller 1989). Although the relationships of older people have received more attention from researchers than other sectors of the population, it is likely that many of these effects are, in fact, true of the wider population.
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There has also been a great deal of discussion about cross�generational friendships and a lot of rhetoric which suggests these are valuable. Strangely, professionally managed, formally structured recreational programs seem to be abysmally incompetent in developing cross�generational opportunities. Yet many of the hundreds of hobby clubs � organised around enthusiasms by enthusiasts (Hoggett and Bishop 1985, Bishop and Hoggett 1987) � are essentially cross-�generational in structure and people are flocking to them, forming cross-�generational friendships as they do so.



This brings me to what seems to be a problem in the current political and socio�economic climate. Recreation services are increasingly moving to privatised models of operation and hence to at least cost recovery from the participant. Other community services are becoming focussed upon short�run, readily measurable outcomes and again, on privatisation of service. Many health services, in spite of some rhetoric about health promotion, are moving back to a location within the illness industry. So, just as we are becoming more fully aware of the wellness concept, it is becoming more difficult to achieve its implementation.



This echoes the comments of House et al (1988) that just as we discover the importance of social relationships for health, and see an increasing need for them, their prevalence and availability may be declining.' They point to the facts that in the United States, adults are less likely to be married, more likely to be living alone, less likely to belong to voluntary organisations, and less likely to visit informally with others. They predict that in the 21 st. century, there will be a steady increase in the number of older adults without spouses or children. Perhaps not all of these trends are true in Australia (regrettably, we just do not know) but at least some are.



I am also reminded of a recent personal conversation with the leisure sociologist Stanley Parker, in which he expressed his concern that recreation provision is becoming polarised into 'serious leisure' � hobbies, amateurism, volunteering and activism � or 'commercial leisure' � commodities for which the customer must pay. If he is right, then the educated classes who comprise most of the 'serious leisure' people are being advantaged by comparison with the new (and old) underclasses who cannot afford the alternative, even though it may otherwise be accessible to them. Even if they can afford it, we must ask how far it provides the opportunity for an enhanced wellness for the customer (rather than the entrepreneur).



Looking broadly again, we now know that recreation has the potential to deliver an immense range of benefits (Driver et al 1991). Whether it does so depends no only upon the political and socio�economic climate, but upon our own vision and competence.
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