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As we face the newest stages of an ever-
evolving pandemic, it is now more pressing 
than ever for global leaders to work to 
understand those who have been harmed by 
past decisions and commit to bold changes to 
create a better world for future generations.
Over the past two years, long-ignored societal inequities have 
gained more exposure as broad swaths of our global economy faced 
unprecedented challenges. We continue to face ever increasing 
numbers of extreme weather events, severe losses in biodiversity, 
massive displacement and migration of global peoples, and many 
are not able to access basic quality community infrastructures 
such as neighborhood parks. It is harder than ever before to avoid 
acknowledging the reality that our investment decisions have 
benefitted some at the cost of many more – and while we have 
accomplished and built many great things, decisions that lessen our 
collective well-being have been to the detriment of all. 

While the past has brought us challenges, it is also an enormous 
source of inspiration and lessons learned. In this moment, we must 
reflect and learn from our past actions and decisions to clearly envision 
the problems ahead, connect authentically with those who will face 
the brunt of continuing and growing harms, and find new ways to 
meaningfully commit to making difficult changes that can provide a 
hopeful path toward a more equitable future.

With this in mind, the 2021 World Urban Parks Congress  
focused on Creating a Vision of the Future from the 
Legacy of the Past. Major themes for the Congress 
focused on questions including: 

- How will we shape a legacy and grow emerging leaders?
- Can we learn from the past and enable the future?
- How will we ensure equity and access to parks and their 
health and wellness benefits?
- What is the emerging 22nd century park, it isn’t about 
best practices but next practices?

Introduction 

“The measure of any great civilization is its cities and 
a measure of a city’s greatness is to be found in the 
quality of its public spaces, its parks and squares”

- John Ruskin



Now is the time to invest in a 22nd century 
future that learns from the past and builds 
lasting sustainability, resilience, and livability 
for all. 
While the pandemic provides many examples of tragedy, we are 
also left with hope as communities come together anew in parks that 
provide a refuge for the soul, a place to breathe easy, and a platform 
for community health and social connections. 

In the words of 18-year-old climate activist Isha Clarke, “...we really 
have this very unique opportunity to make needed change, and 
to really completely reimagine the world. We could have been 
born at any time, but we’re here now, and we have this power and 
responsibility to make this radical change. I hope that everyone 
listening will get involved and know that they have the power to 
do something. Never feel disempowered.”

In today’s world, anyone with passion and an online profile can create 
a platform with the power to reach millions. Together, we have the 
power to build cities that are wilder, to improve quality of life, and 
create parks that welcome everyone for generations to come. 

In Martin Luther King Junior’s famous Christmas Sermon of 1967, he 
said: “It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. We 
are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a 
single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects 
all indirectly.”

It is a difficult but necessary first step to challenge historic legacies 
and understand this network of mutuality. In just one example, it is an 
inescapable truth that while Central Park in New York City acts today 
as an incredible icon and resource, not all are able to experience its 
benefits, and historically its management and construction ensured 
that the space created a societal benefit for some at the cost of the 
explicit exclusion and detriment of others. Realizing this does not have 
to lead us to dismay, but by understanding and acknowledging our 
history and how it has led to where we are today, we can work to better 
understand each other as well as our relationship to nature. 

With our shared love of community, parks, and nature, we can dare 
even now to dream, to collaborate on our most pressing shared 
priorities, and to leverage our centuries of experience, modern 
ingenuity, and compassion to take action in a way that learns from the 
past to build the future we hope for.

United Cities 2021 Message of Hope



Pandemics throughout history have led to the development of green 
space – for example, the 19th century cholera pandemic shaped 
some of the world’s most famous urban landscapes from New York 
to London to Paris to Melbourne. And yet, this pandemic has both 
exposed and exacerbated striking modern inequities in access to 
green space that demonstrate we have not learned from those past 
experiences. 

Data gathered in 2020 by the Trust for Public Land showed that across 
the United States, 100 million people, including 28 million children, 
do not have a park within a 10-minute walk of home—and when they 
do have parks within a 10-minute walk they are likely to find small, 
crowded spaces and not the kind of parks that allow for physical 
distancing or even shade. Parks serving communities of color are, 
on average, half as large and serve nearly five times more people 
as parks that serve a majority-white population, and parks serving 
primarily low-income households are, on average, four times smaller 
than parks that serve a majority of high-income households. These 
types of disparities exist not only in the United States, but around the 
world, and are exacerbated by shrinking parks budgets and services.

In parallel to these structural challenges facing park systems, 
we continue to emit greenhouse gases that contribute to climate 
change, to create neighborhoods without natural respites, to allow 
our neighbors to experience the harm of pollutants and natural 
contaminants, to remove environmental protections and endanger 
ecological balance, to institute security protocols and practices that 
ensure some people and property gain protection over others, and 
more. Should this status quo continue, we know that we will see 
increasing disparities in community health, justice, and economic 
prosperity. 

We have an opportunity to create a new vision for future cities of the 
world – a vision that ensures our legacy includes and is to the benefit 
of all. The great Fredrick Olmsted said: “I have all my life been 
considering distant effects and always sacrificing immediate 
success and applause to that of the future. In laying out Central 
Park [1858] we determined to think of no result to be realized in 
less than 40 years.” 

Central Park was designed and constructed partially in response 
to a pandemic. The design team understood that their grand vision 
would take decades to be realized, and though many did not initially 
understand the vision, the project was hugely influential as its benefits 
became clear. These legacies should give us hope that by dreaming 
big and planning for the future, we can bring to life bold and brave 
ideas that help us to reclaim balance with nature and pave the way for 
future generations.

To build a better 22nd century, we must interrogate our historic 
relationships to urban, suburban, and rural natural spaces, and how 
they are maintained, designed, programmed, secured, and located. 
We need to evolve our historical policies such as in park safety, 
remove park entry fees which limit access for various racial groups 
and those with lower income and education levels, invest in improving 
poor park conditions and smaller sized parks in communities of color 
and low-income communities, and learn from inidgenous knowledge 
and stewardship practices that have maintained healthy ecosystems 
for decades. Across all of these needs, we must commit to facilitating 
tough conversations with those who have benefited from the legacy 
paradigm, building empathy and support for those who have not 
benefited, and generating consensus around new ideas that can 
create vibrant, healthy, inclusive, and equitable communities where all 
citizens can live healthier and happier lives. 

Change the Legacy Paradigm



As we reflect on the state of our parks and natural systems today, 
we appreciate the magnitude of the challenge of disrupting today’s 
development patterns. The soft agreements reached during the 
2021 United Nations Climate Change Conference and other global 
negotiations demonstrate the tremendous difficulty of securing 
meaningful funding and commitments toward serious change. 

While the scale of change necessary and the trying nature of 
political decision-making are daunting, we remain optimistic in view 
of the creative problem-solving ability and empathy demonstrated 
every day by our local governments, developers, community-based 
organizations, residents, philanthropies, volunteers, and more.

We know that the impacts of these broader trends and structural 
inequity are and will be felt differently in diverse areas and across 
racial, income, and other backgrounds. No list of actions will ever 
adequately respond to the complexity of local challenges or the 
difficulty of implementing complex solutions. 

Acknowledging this limitation, we issue these thematic priorities as a 
charge for all practitioners to consider top priority over the next several 
decades. Across all three priority areas, we challenge each other to: 

- Accept that our legacies have created harm as well as benefit; 
- Embrace others across difference to identify common goals and 
priorities; 
- Contribute resources and support to people and future leaders as 
well as to physical investments; and 
- Find creative ways to take bold action and leap into the future. 

ENHANCE URBAN NATURE: 
Cities are part of nature, as they are part of our ecosystems. 
Historically, we have understood cities and nature as opposite 
concepts, leading to urbanization that does not guarantee access to 
healthy, thriving and sustainable ecosystems for all city dwellers. It is 
critical to invest in and maintain city’s ecosystems to sustain growing 
urban populations across the world to ensure all have access to green 
space within a short walking distance from home. Municipal leaders 
and partners must acknowledge the strategic importance of parks as 
an asset for community health, resilience, and connectivity, as well 
as the important role that open space plays to support community 
cohesion and civic participation.

HEAL OUR ENVIRONMENT AND OUR RELATIONSHIP TO IT: 
Humans, like cities, are part of our natural ecosystems. Nevertheless, 
urban dwellers are thought to be the most disconnected from nature. 
We must acknowledge how interconnected and dependent we are to 
our ecosystems, and work towards maintaining a healthy environment 
for generations to come. We rely on healthy ecosystems for our 
climate, food systems, extreme weather events, and more. Providing 
adequate tree canopy and habitat continuity will improve quality of 
life and support the well-being of both human and non-human life 
on Earth. For instance, preserving ecological balance by eliminating 
pollution, establishing protections, and rewilding natural areas can help 
to protect critical species such as the honeybee. 

FOSTER PARTNERSHIPS AND SHARED ACCOUNTABILITY: 
We cannot take effective action but through partnerships and dialogue. 
By bringing multiple parties to the negotiating table, we can bring 
together perspectives that ensure our investments and decisions 
address our most pressing issues and serve those who are or will 
be most at risk of harm, and also support effective collaboration on 
implementation. To do this we must not only collaborate between 
government and private real estate interests – we must also educate 
and meaningfully involve those who stand to benefit or face harm as a 
result of these decisions, including community members and resident 
groups. Collaboration must result in the type of accountability that 
helps to ensure plans and investments serve long-term interests rather 
than short term gains.  

The Challenges We Must Face

“You plant a tree not for yourself but future generations to 
benefit. Our legacy is to create the green spaces for future 
generations. Plant the seeds of interest in the next generation. 
Engage with the whole community.”

- Mark Camley, Executive Director of Park and Venues
London Legacy Development Corporation



World Urban Parks 

Mission 
Champions urban park outcomes for city livability, place-making, 
conservation and access, and provides strong membership services by 
connecting, leveraging, and supporting diverse memberships across 
the international urban parks, open space and recreation communities 
and allied sectors. 

Vision 
A world where people value and have easy access to quality urban 
parks, open space and recreation. 

Connect With Us

The views expressed in this statement reflect the views of World Urban 
Parks and should not be taken to represent all our members or of any 
organization with which they are affiliated. 

http://worldurbanparks.org/


