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Short- and Long-Term Impacts of 
COVID-19 on Outdoor Public Spaces

• Appreciation for public 
spaces increased during 
the pandemic. 

• COVID regulations 
impacted the use of 
public spaces and social 
interactions among users. 

• Reduced funding for 
public spaces threatens to 
exacerbate inequities.

Introduction

Outdoor public spaces like parks, trails, and 
waterways have become critical infrastructure 
for promoting physical and mental health during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Health rationales, from 
polluted air and water to the spread of infectious 
disease, have historically motivated the creation 
of many municipal parks.1 More recently, parks 
and trails have been recognized as places that 
support physical and mental health.2 Over the past 
year there has been an enhanced appreciation of 
local public spaces and recognition of the multiple 
benefits they provide to urban neighborhoods. 
Communities have noticed the taken-for-granted 
benefits of public spaces that have no longer been 
available during the pandemic, such as public pools 
during the summer and group sports at recreation 
centers. The pandemic has also revealed inequities 
in public space access across cities, with parks in 
dense urban neighborhoods becoming congested or 
being closed at certain points during the height of 
the pandemic while park access in less-populated 
areas remained uninterrupted. These inequities 
have become part of public discourse during the 
pandemic, and there are questions about whether 
cities will be able to address them over the 
upcoming months and years as the economic crisis 
continues to limit municipal funding for public 
spaces. In this brief, we first outline the short-term 
impacts of COVID-19 on outdoor public spaces, 
highlighting small and temporary impacts, then we 
describe anticipated long-term impacts and their 
potential to transform the nature of public space. 
We conclude with recommendations for policy 
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Figure 1. Sign announcing playground closure due to COVID-19 in Spring 2020 in Philadelphia, PA.
Source: Authors

interventions that could address persistent inequities 
in public spaces.

Short-Term Impacts 

Increased appreciation of public spaces during 
COVID-19. Visits to outdoor public spaces such as 
parks, forests, and trails increased in many cities 
during the pandemic.3 4 The Philadelphia Department 
of Parks and Recreation reported a 50 percent 
increase in visitors in 2020.5 This trend was not 
observed in all cities, and visits decreased in some 
cities at different points during the pandemic due to 
restrictions, shelter-at-home orders, and public health 
recommendations (Figure 1).6 7 8 Notably, appreciation 
for outdoor public space increased during the 
pandemic9 10 and public greenspace was described as 
“essential infrastructure” in some contexts.11 Public 
health officials encouraged the use of public spaces 
for outdoor walks and exercise to sustain physical, 
mental, and emotional health during a stressful time, 
and people relied on outdoor greenspace for respite, 
relaxation, and exercise.12 Shifting mobility patterns 

that kept people close to their homes highlighted 
the need for local, accessible public spaces, and 
there have been calls for increasing local green space 
investments into the future.13 Some cities, including 
Philadelphia, have already planned to upgrade their 
public spaces in response to COVID-19 and the 2020 
summer protests for racial justice.14 15

Tactical urbanism. Tactical urbanism is the temporary 
transformation of the physical environment to meet 
local needs. Many cities relaxed regulations over 
urban spaces during the pandemic to repurpose 
existing public and private spaces for pedestrian 
and recreational uses.16 17 18 This tactical urbanism 
included city-led initiatives, including closing streets 
to cars for pedestrian use (Figure 2) or outdoor 
seating for restaurants (Figure 3), and informal 
community-led initiatives to use parking lots for 
social gatherings or low-traffic streets for socially 
distanced concerts. Many of these changes were 
implemented to cope with the pandemic, though 
there are active discussions of making some changes 
long-term or permanent because they address 
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Figure 2. Martin Luther King Drive in Philadelphia, PA 
closed to vehicular traffic to provide recreational space for 
pedestrians during the pandemic.
Source: Authors

complementary city policies, for instance increasing 
public spaces available for recreation or increasing 
pedestrian access in commercial corridors.

Inequities. The pandemic has revealed and 
exacerbated existing inequities in public spaces. 
In cities across the United States, low-income and 
Black and Latino communities have limited access 
to certain types of public spaces, such as parks, due 
to the historical legacies of racial discrimination.19 20 

21 There have also been urban-suburban geographic 
disparities in greenspace access during the pandemic. 
Suburban residents with yards have been able to 
enjoy continuous access to private greenspace, while 
residents in dense urban areas have had less access 
to public spaces. While closures of community 
centers, parks, and playgrounds were widespread 
during the early months of the pandemic, there have 
been drastically different reopening dates across 
metropolitan regions. For example, the Chicago 
suburb of Oak Park reopened its playgrounds to 

the public in June 2020, while the City of Chicago’s 
playgrounds remained closed until late February 
2021.22 Some urban neighborhoods that kept their 
parks open experienced crowding and congestion. 
Residents seeking alternative options faced reduced 
transit options, time constraints, or lack of familiarity 
or knowledge of alternatives. These inequities have 
not been limited to the United States. In Japan, 
socioeconomic factors shaped the frequency of park 
visits during the pandemic.23 In the UK, greenspace 
inequities were based on ethnicity, income, and 
health status.

Regulations about social distancing and behavior. In 
order to minimize disease spread while still allowing 
residents to enjoy their local public spaces, many city 
officials mandated that social distancing practices 
be followed in indoor and outdoor public spaces. 
Cities opted to modify the use of public spaces 
through some combination of restrictions, education, 
and investments in their public spaces.24 These 

Figure 3. Outdoor dining in Philadelphia, PA.
Source: Authors
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interventions included temporary or permanent 
investments in public spaces, education on how to 
safely use outdoor spaces, and punitive measures to 
fine those who do not abide by local restrictions. In 
Philadelphia, Parks and Recreation hired temporary 
workers to act as ambassadors of safe behavior, 
walking around the city’s parks distributing free 
masks and reminding guests that city guidelines 
required social distancing.25 Following the protests 
in response to the murder of George Floyd, increased 
attention was brought to who would be enforcing 
social distancing measures in parks and concerns 
were raised about the presence of police officers 
in parks. In Philadelphia, park ambassadors came 
from the communities they patrolled to ensure 
that the policing of these spaces was done by 
community members who users trusted. Additionally, 
ambassadors were only to enforce social distancing 
measures.

Social interactions in public space. Much of what 
makes cities special is the ability for spontaneous 
interaction and community building.26 However, 
the pandemic has likely changed the nature of these 
interactions for many urban dwellers. For example, 
conversations with a store clerk during a shopping 
trip or with a favorite food cart owner have been 
stifled by the need for social distancing. While 
residents have been encouraged to spend as little time 
outside of their homes as possible, not all residents 
have been able to work from home or rely on delivery 
services for groceries and other household items. As a 
consequence of the pandemic there has likely been a 
reduction in social interactions across socioeconomic 
boundaries.27 This decline in spontaneous social 
interactions create more social divisions in already 
divisive times.

Long-Term Implications 

We anticipate several long-term impacts on open 
public space associated with the pandemic, with 
changes in the funding and governance of these 
spaces having the greatest long-term effect.

Changes in use, behavior, and regulations in public 
space. Over the course of the pandemic there have 
been predictions about whether changes in use, 

behavior, and regulations in public space will 
translate into long-term changes and whether these 
changes will be incremental or transformative. It 
is possible there could be fewer people or different 
social groups in public spaces, different types of 
activities conducted, limits on the sizes of groups 
permitted to gather, or increases in surveillance. With 
increasing evidence that COVID-19 transmission is 
limited in outdoor spaces and the CDC stating that 
masks are not necessary in outdoor spaces, cities have 
relaxed regulations in those spaces, apart from large 
gatherings. At the same time, with increased attention 
and visitation to public spaces, there is potential for 
enhanced surveillance and regulations over certain 
types of public spaces, such as parks and playgrounds. 
Surveillance has been associated with controlling 
public accessibility of spaces by limiting who has 
access.28

Exacerbating inequities if funding is unequal. Given the 
economic downturn associated with the pandemic, 
cities are bracing for a dramatic loss of tax revenue in 
the coming years. Philadelphia’s Department of Parks 
and Recreation lost $12.5 million of its $66 million 
budget this year. Even with federal funding for 
municipalities coming as part of the American Rescue 
Plan Act of 2021, this funding will likely not be able 
to fully cover gaps in budgets. Philadelphia has relied 
on a wage tax that applies not just to residents of the 
city but those who work within the city’s borders 
and commute from surrounding suburbs. With most 
of the workers who used to commute into the city 
staying home, the city stands to lose a substantial 
revenue stream. With a decrease in tax revenue, the 
city will have to reprioritize its budget to focus on 
essential services, which may leave city funding of 
public parks by the wayside or dramatically scaled 
back. This fiscal austerity reflects several decades of 
limited funding for municipal parks and recreation as 
police, fire protection, transportation infrastructure, 
and economic development were prioritized (Figure 
4).29 

As residents demand increased funding towards 
public spaces they found critical during the pandemic, 
city governments must be careful to target their 
resources equitably. Communities that were hardest 
hit with case numbers and deaths were the poorest 
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Figure 4. Graffiti in the Paine skate plaza in Philadelphia, PA reading “Fund parks and schools not pigs and fools.”
Source: Authors

communities of color, often in neighborhoods that 
lack access to high quality public spaces. These 
patterns will continue to widen the gap between 
communities if post-pandemic investments are not 
equitable. When city governments fail to provide 
the necessary funding, many parks organizations 
turn to alternative sources of funding including 
public-private partnerships or non-profit investors.30 
However, these funding sources are often associated 
with more privileged communities, which may 
further exacerbate inequities in public space access. 
Some neighborhoods have formed community groups 
to maintain their local parks. However, relying on 
volunteer labor creates a burden on residents and may 
not be sustainable over the long-term. The failure of 
cities to financially support these “friends of” groups 
fuels inequities. One benefit of supporting these 
groups is that they help to mitigate the need for major 
capital investments when maintenance issues pile up.

Policy Recommendations 

We build upon recent calls for municipalities to invest 
in their public spaces to promote healthy and resilient 
cities during and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.31

1. Increase high quality public spaces in 
underserved neighborhoods. The pandemic has 
underscored persistent inequities in public space 
access across urban neighborhoods. Over the past 
decade, many cities have been working to increase 
public space access by creating new public spaces as 
well as renovating and expanding existing spaces, and 
the pandemic highlights the urgency behind these 
existing efforts.

2. Design public spaces for multiple uses and diverse 
users. One way to improve accessibility is to create 
public spaces that can be used in different ways to 
meet the diverse needs of urban neighborhoods. 
Design efforts should engage local users to ensure 
that community interests and needs are prioritized. 



6

3. Ensure equitable funding. Inequities in 
urban public spaces exacerbated by public-
private partnerships and well-funded community 
organizations can be addressed by providing equitable 
funding, especially in historically disinvested 
neighborhoods, to support capital improvements and 
ongoing maintenance.

4. Invest in community stewardship networks. 
Many municipal public spaces are stewarded by 
local residents and organizations. Supporting these 
networks will provide ongoing, local support for 
public space maintenance even during times of 
limited municipal financial support. 

5. Evaluate public spaces. Collecting regular 
feedback from local users will provide city 
managers, community groups, and residents with 
the information needed to maintain and adapt local 
public spaces to meet the changing needs of urban 
neighborhoods.
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