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Areas with low employment, and 
areas with high employment in the 
sectors of retail, travel and leisure 
hardest hit by lockdown measures

Maximising health and well-being opportunities for 
spatial planning in the COVID-19 pandemic recovery

Spatial planning plays an important role in relation to creating healthy places 
and in supporting the recovery from the pandemic for communities. 

Impact of COVID-19 on the communities of Wales

Population groups

Highest infection 
rates in Wales 
in: North East 

Wales, Newport, 
Swansea, the 
South Wales 

valleys and some 
areas of Cardiff

Highest death rates amongst 
specific groups (older people, 

minority ethnic groups, deprived 
communities)

Higher risk of death 
from Covid-19 in  those 

with an underlying 
health condition 

Pandemic was 
experienced differently 
across urban and rural 

communities  

Women 
disproportionately 

affected by the 
pandemic 

Areas that invested 
in social cohesion 
remained more 

cohesive and resilient 

Lower income 
households more 

negatively affected 
than middle and 
higher income 

households, such as 
through greater risk 
of catching Covid-19 
from working with 
patients and the 

public, or through 
working in sectors 
that closed down

Future actions for policy and decision-makers 
 z Promote early involvement and joined up working to address 

interconnected challenges. 
 z Utilise and advocate the use of existing tools, strategies and guidance to 

support cross system thinking.
 z Further explore different tools for increasing healthy places across the 

diverse and distinct geography of Wales.
 z Develop health and well-being thresholds and criteria by which policy 

officers and practitioners can view future development applications.

 z Consider specific actions to address the key themes in this report.

Opportunities
z Adopt and implement placemaking principles 

and a place based approach to planning 
by signing up to the Welsh Government’s 
Placemaking Charter.

z Recognise the important role of the health 
sector in planning decisions.

z Consider the implications of the pandemic  
for future planning and design.

z Explore and utilise different and innovative 
approaches to engagement. 

Key themes

Reducing health and  well-being inequalities:  
The pandemic has exacerbated existing 

inequalities and stagnated improvements in 
health.

Importance of engagement and collaborative 
working to improve health and well-being: 

During the pandemic community engagement in 
planning decision making reduced.

Place and Housing: The pandemic has drawn 
greater attention to the link between housing, 

health, and equity, and the importance of homes 
and indoor and outdoor space.

Importance of access to healthy food 
environments and food growing: The pandemic 

in some ways exacerbated the inequality of access 
to healthy food environments.

Local foundational economies: Recovery from 
the pandemic includes the need for mixed-use 

spaces that meet the needs of communities, which 
could include repurposing spaces and buildings.

Accessing and using digital technology:  
Digital technology will continue to be an important 

element of recovery from the pandemic.

Moving around by walking, cycling and using 
public transport: The pandemic has changed 
the way individuals and communities interact 

with their environment and has had an impact on 
transport, mobility and active travel.

Importance of access to green and blue 
infrastructure: The pandemic highlighted the 

value of green infrastructure and the significant 
benefits of green and blue spaces to well-being 
including physical and mental health benefits.

(Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2021a) (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2020) (Welsh Government, 2019b) (Abrams D et al, 2021)

(Welsh Government, 2021c) (Public Health England, 2020c) (Green et al, 2020a) (ONS, 2021d) 
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1 Introduction

Throughout history, the outbreak of pandemics have affected and influenced urban planning 
and design and the development of cities is inseparable from the progress of the public health 
system (Liu, H and Wang, PH, 2021). Many of today’s urban areas also face challenges of 
infectious disease spread such as respiratory infections. Planning can be a powerful tool in 
improving health and decreasing the impact of disease. (Neiderud, C-J., 2015)    

The ravage of outbreaks on European populations such as bubonic plague in the 14th century, 
cholera and smallpox in the 19th century and tuberculosis and typhoid in the 20th century led 
to the removal of slums, expansions of cities, widening of streets and increase in public spaces 
such as parks. (Lubell, S., 2020). 

The built environment of cities and towns, with their dense populations, transport networks, 
and condensing of human activity has enabled both economic leaps forward and the spread 
of disease throughout history. Just as previous pandemics influenced the built and natural 
environment, COVID-19 will leave its lasting imprint on areas such as cities, towns, transport, 
leisure and work. (Megahed, N.A. & Ghoneim, E.M., 2020).

The importance of well-planned places and neighbourhoods that support health and well-being was 
highlighted during the COVID-19 pandemic. The implementation of associated policies and measures 
to contain the transmission of the virus, for example, remaining at home, social distancing and home 
working, at a national and local level had huge ramifications for the whole of society. The way people 
live, work and enjoy leisure time in the built and natural environment changed. The pandemic has also 
created new and exacerbated existing inequalities within local communities (Green L et al 2021).

In June 2020, Public Health Wales published a Health Impact Assessment (HIA) of the ‘Staying at home 
and Social Distancing Policy’ in Wales in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Green et al, 2020a). It was 
followed by a subsequent HIA on the impact of the pandemic on Home and Agile Working (Green at al, 
2020b) and Housing Insecurity and Homelessness (Woodfine et al, 2021). These identified the major role 
that spatial plans and policies (including land use, housing, waste and transport) and access to green and 
blue infrastructure has had, and could have on health, well-being and inequalities. The HIAs identified that 
policies to contain the virus, for example which required the population to only access local environments 
for physical activity, access local shops for essential goods, and work from home could make a distinct 
positive or negative difference to people’s experiences. These policies impacted on health outcomes such 
as mental well-being, healthy behaviours including physical activity and work-life balance, social interaction 
and community networks. The impact of the policies could vary across population groups however, for 
example older people, those on low incomes, those in rural versus urban areas.  

In terms of the built and natural environment, and specifically spatial planning determinants, social 
distancing policies required the facilitation and creation of more space in local centres in order to 
meet standards set out in regulations. This allowed the public to have more space to safely access local 
services, shops and facilities and to work. Housing in terms of size, type, tenure and quality was also 
found to shape a person’s experiences of shielding, working or educating at home and self-isolating. This 
could be positive or negative for health and well-being depending not only on the nature of a person’s 
home but who they shared that space with, what activities were taking place, if they had access to a 
garden or balcony and if they had access to digital technology to connect to family and friends and shop 
or work online. 
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Places and spaces that incorporated health enhancing qualities, for example, a walkable environment, 
well-maintained green and blue spaces and infrastructure, healthy homes with adequate space for living 
and working from home, the provision of community infrastructure (community and health centres, play 
areas) and a healthier food environment impacted positively on population health and well-being (Public 
Health England, 2021).  Conversely, those living in poor quality environments, with no or limited access 
to local goods, services and green spaces experienced poorer outcomes in terms of their physical and 
mental health and well-being which could increase health inequalities (Welsh Government, 2020a).  

The pandemic has explicitly exposed, and in some examples, exacerbated the health, well-being 
and inequalities impacts across the population which are derived from determinants1 such as  the 
environment, land use, transport, economy and housing. 

This report aims to highlight the major positive and negative health impacts of spatial planning 
policies during the COVID-19 pandemic on the population of Wales, learn from these, any positive 
interventions and co-benefits in order to shape a healthier future environment for all.  

It is aimed at a wide range of stakeholders including planning, environment, sustainability and public 
health officers and practitioners, community leads and policy makers.  It considers the pandemic 
response and recovery through the lens of spatial planning, health, well-being and inequalities 
and explores interdependent issues such as mental well-being, climate change and environmental 
sustainability. Spatial planning has a key role to play in addressing the ‘Triple Challenge’ posed by 
COVID-19, climate change and Brexit (Green L et al, 2021).

This work is not a HIA, but it has utilised national and international evidence of COVID-19 spatial planning 
actions to help inform public health activity and decision-making for spatial planning and health in Wales.  
The report:

 z examines both negative and positive impacts of the pandemic and spatial planning related 
response measures on broader population health and inequalities;

 z identifies a range of health and well-being actions that have sought to mitigate the detrimental 
impact of COVID-19 and related spatial planning response measures, as well as to capture and 
maximise potential positive opportunities; 

 z provides evidence to key stakeholders in order to inform action aimed at maximising health and 
well-being outcomes derived from spatial planning measures implemented both prior to and 
after the pandemic;

 z supports Welsh Government policies in relation to spatial planning and COVID-19 such as 
‘Building Better Places’, ‘Healthy Weight, Healthy Wales’  and the ‘Well-being of the Future 
Generations (Wales) Act 2015’;

 z builds on momentum created by previous actions by Public Health Wales to integrate better 
health and well-being into spatial planning.

Finally, it includes some potential future opportunities for national and local decision makers and 
spatial planning and health officers to consider and implement in Wales to ensure that any detrimental 
impacts are mitigated for and positive ones and co-benefits are maximised as part of COVID-19 
recovery and which link to priorities such as addressing climate change and improving health equity.

1 Determinants of health are those factors which impact people’s health but which are not always directly in their control. 
Determinants include social, economic, physical and a persons’ individual characteristics and behaviours.
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2 Policy context 

2.1 Planning Policies 
Planning policy at the national, regional and local level influences the location of 
new developments, the type of development (homes, offices, schools, shops, green 
spaces), the layout and general appearance of buildings, streets and public spaces and 
the provision of infrastructure (community and health centres, play areas, transport routes) 
(Public Health England, 2021), and these factors all influence population health and well-being.

Planning Policy Wales (PPW) Edition 11 (Welsh Government 2021b) sets out national planning policy that 
adopts a placemaking approach, including a number of key planning principles that ‘will act as a catalyst 
for the positive delivery of the planning system across Wales’ and a number of placemaking outcomes. 
National planning policy supports and promotes the close linkages between planning and health and 
well-being and guides and informs the different tiers of the Development Plan. There is a plan led 
system in Wales, these plans set out the proposals and policies for future development and use of land. 
The ‘development plan’ in Wales comprises of Future Wales: the National Plan 2040 that is the national 
tier, Strategic Development Plans at the regional tier and Local Development Plans. 

‘Building Better Places’ sets out the Welsh Government’s planning policy priorities to assist in taking 
action in the recovery period after the COVID-19 pandemic (Welsh Government, 2020a). It recognises 
the importance of embedding the consideration of health and well-being throughout the planning 
system and sets out the different tools and the importance of collaboration with health boards and 
other partners to help deliver this. 

2.2 Placemaking

‘Placemaking is a holistic approach to the planning and design of development and spaces, 
focused on positive outcomes. It draws upon an area’s potential to create high quality 
development and public spaces that promote people’s prosperity, health, happiness, and well-
being in the widest sense. 

Placemaking considers the context, function and relationships between a development site and its 
wider surroundings... Placemaking adds social, economic, environmental and cultural value 
to development proposals resulting in benefits which go beyond a physical development boundary 
and embed wider resilience into planning decisions’ (Welsh Government, 2021b) (page 14).

The establishment of Placemaking Wales Partnership and the development of the Placemaking Wales 
Charter (Design Commission for Wales, 2020) further supports the adoption of placemaking in Wales.  
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2.3 Well-being of Future Generations Act
The planning system must look to maximise its contribution to the well-being of Wales and its 
communities, including meeting the goals of the Well-being of Future Generation Act (Figure 1) and 
helping to deliver the local Well-being Plans published by the Public Services Boards. 

The National Sustainable Placemaking Outcomes are set out in PPW 11 (Welsh Government, 2021b) and 
outline what a sustainable place will look like.  Placemaking is at the heart of planning’s contribution 
to the achievement of the 7 well-being goals as set out in the Well-being of Future Generations Act, 
measured in part through outcomes set out in the Public Health Outcomes Framework (Public Health 
Wales NHS Trust, 2016).

Across all planning processes, the five ways of working of the Well-being of Future Generations Act 
(National Assembly for Wales, 2015) (Figure 1), are expected to be embedded to facilitate increased 
collaboration between, and within, land use planning and placemaking sectors and communities (Future 
Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2020). The Act sets out seven well-being goals for public bodies to 
work towards, and they must set out and publish objectives of how they will take action to achieve them 
(Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2019) (Figure 2).

Figure 1

  The five ways of working 

Long term Prevention Integration Collaboration Involvement

Figure 2

  The seven well-being goals 
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3  Evidence and emerging data 
on the impact of COVID-19 on 
communities in Wales 

 
This section sets out the key high-level evidence and data around how COVID-19 has 
had an impact upon communities in Wales, and the inequalities it has highlighted. Those 
population groups and communities who experienced deprivation and poor health before 
the pandemic, are the same communities who experienced disproportionally higher rates of morbidity 
and mortality during the pandemic compared to those in the least deprived areas. These communities 
will also find recovery from the pandemic more difficult and experience even greater deprivation and 
health inequalities2 after the pandemic (Marmot M et al, 2020) (Public Health England , 2020) (Equality, 
Local Government and Communities Committee, Welsh Parliament, 2020). 

In addition, those communities experiencing the greatest impact from COVID-19 infection and mortality, 
compounded by poverty and poor health, are, overall, the same places and communities that are 
experiencing the greatest impact from climate change (Preston P et al, 2014). 

   Key Headlines 

		In Wales, the whole population was affected by COVID-19 but the areas of North East Wales, 
Newport, Swansea, the South Wales valleys and some areas of Cardiff experienced the 
highest levels of infection.  Figure 3 illustrates the areas of Wales that have experienced the 
highest number of cases of COVID-19 (all cases), with the darkest shaded areas being the 
areas of highest infection levels (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2021a).  

 
   Figure 3 
    COVID-19 Cases by MSOA of residence, as of 21 October 2021 (all cases)  

(Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2021a) 

2 Health inequalities exist across a range of dimensions or characteristics, including but not exclusive to the Equality Act 
protected characteristics, socio-economic position, life course stages and geography. 

This map uses the Office for National Statistics’ (ONS) middle layer super output areas (MSOAs) as defined by their 2011 boundaries. The 
case numbers are suppressed for any MSOA where there were fewer than three cases. The colours are defined by the decile an area falls 
under when ranked by their incidence per 100,000; with the highest 10% of MSOAs in Wales categorised as 1 and the lowest as 10.
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		In Wales, the highest death rates from COVID-19 have been amongst older people, people 
from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic backgrounds, and deprived communities (Figure 4) 
(Welsh Government, 2021c).

 
 Figure 4  
  Age standardised deaths per 100,000 people by deprivation quintile, Wales;  

Data from 1 March 2020 to 31 January 2021 (ONS data, Welsh Government 2021c)

		Individuals from ethnic minority groups experienced higher rates 
of infection and mortality from COVID-19. The mortality rate 
involving COVID-19 was highest for the Black African group (3.7 
times greater than for the White British group for males, and 2.6 
times greater for females) (Office for National Statistics, 2021a).  
Adjusting for location, measures of disadvantage, occupation, 
living arrangements and pre-existing health conditions accounted 
for a large proportion of the excess COVID-19 mortality risk in 
most ethnic minority groups; however, it was found that most 
Black and South Asian groups remained at higher risk than White British people in the 
second wave even after adjustments (Office for National Statistics, 2021a).  Although the 
proportion of the Welsh population from ethnic minority groups is lower than in other 
parts of the UK, there are areas of Wales, particularly in the cities, where long established 
residents and communities together with more recent arrivals make up a high proportion of 
the population. 20.1% of the population of Cardiff are from Black, Asian and ethnic minority 
groups (Stats Wales, 2020).
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		People with an underlying health condition experienced higher levels of mortality from 
COVID-19. Diabetes, hypertensive diseases, chronic kidney disease, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease and dementia posed an increased mortality risk and obese or morbidly 
obese people experienced increased risk of adverse outcomes (Public Health England, 2020c). 

		Studies have found that women have been disproportionately 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This includes impacts from 
the ‘staying at home and social distancing’ policy and home 
and agile working, recognising many women in the workforce 
cannot work from home due to the nature of their work and 
have additional caring responsibilities (Green et al, 2020a). Many 
women, particularly those with children, work in lower paid jobs 
in the sectors which largely closed down as well as providing 
childcare and undertaking home schooling responsibilities. 

		The COVID-19 pandemic affected lower income households often in different ways to 
middle- and higher-income households, for example low wage occupations such as carers 
who continued to work with patients and the public and therefore were at greater risk, or 
those workforces in sectors which were closed down. People who were the lowest earners, 
self-employed or were unemployed were more likely to report reduced household income 
during 2020 (Office of National Statistics, 2021d). Up to mid-April 2021, there were the 
groups still being financially impacted just as they were at the start of the pandemic (Office 
of National Statistics, 2021e).

		Areas with low employment, and areas with high employment in the sectors of retail, travel 
and leisure, were the hardest hit by the pandemic lockdown measures in 2020 (Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, 2020).  However, this may change in the future as ‘staycations’ 
promote more internal leisure and travel as seen in 2021. 

		The COVID-19 pandemic was experienced differently across urban and rural communities 
as, for example, rural areas face higher levels of inequality in terms of access to services, 
while urban areas are more likely to face economic deprivation (Welsh Government, 2019b). 
Although the evidence demonstrates that urban communities have statistically higher 
COVID-19 related mortality rates than rural areas, rural areas have faced a unique set of 
challenges when dealing with COVID-19. These include the fact that the population tends 
to be older, have higher levels of pre-existing conditions and preventable diseases such as 
diabetes, and experience poorer access to healthcare (Mishra V et al, 2021). 

		Areas that invested in social cohesion remained more cohesive and resilient than elsewhere 
and people who engaged in volunteering were more protected from some of the worst 
effects of the pandemic than others (Abrams, D et al,2021).
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4 Key issues and themes – healthy places
 
Several key themes and cross cutting issues in relation to the creation of healthy places emerged from 
health impact assessments previously carried out in relation to the impact of COVID-19 and from the 
wide range of evidence gathered and analysed (Green L et al, 2020a; Green L et al, 2020b; Green L et al, 
2021; Woodfine L et al, 2021).  These are discussed in this section and some suggested future actions to 
help strengthen the integration between health and spatial planning including joint working between 
planners, health professionals and other stakeholders can be found in Section 4.9. 

Key Themes and Cross Cutting Issues

Reducing health and  
well-being 
inequalities

Importance of 
engagement and 
collaborative working 
to improve health and 
well-being

Place and Housing

Importance of access 
to healthy food 
environments and 
food growing

Local foundational  
economies

Accessing and using 
digital technology

Moving around by 
walking, cycling and 
using public transport

Importance of access 
to green and blue 
Infrastructure
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The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing inequities and stagnated 
improvements in health across the UK. (Marmot M et al, 2020) 

At an international, national and local level, the pandemic has instigated a call to ‘build back better’ in 
order to support the post-pandemic recovery.  In this context, ‘better’ includes creating healthier places 
and spaces3 across the built and natural environment for example, improving access to digital places 
and reconsidering future need for employment.  The COVID-19 Marmot Review (Marmot M et al, 2020) 
advocated not just ‘building back better’ but ‘building back fairer’ in order to overcome the stagnation 
in health improvement and the widening health inequalities experienced across the UK.  This focus on 
fairness together with healthier and greener spaces has been advocated worldwide (World Health 
Organisation, 2020).  

As Section 3 highlighted, there has been diversity in the nature of the impacts experienced across 
different communities in Wales. 

In order to address these impacts through spatial planning, this would mean implementing an all-Wales 
spatial planning approach with additional focus and investment in the areas of greatest need, i.e. 
applying the principle of proportionate universalism4. 

4.1.1  Reducing health and well-being inequalities through partnership working in 
planning policy 

Many planning policies across Wales embrace the concept of collaboration, partnership working 
and placemaking. However, unless these ways of working and approaches are embedded across all 
policies and plans that influence the built and natural environment (for example by NHS infrastructure, 
environmental stakeholders, water companies, housing, highways, developers, landowners etc.), 
population health and well-being will not be maximised and inequalities will not reduce.  A ‘holistic 
operating system’ of collaboration is required between the public sector, private sector, communities 
and landowners to ensure that the principles of placemaking are adopted (Future Generations 
Commissioner for Wales, 2020). Policy 3 of Future Wales (Welsh Government, 2021a) specifically refers 
to the leadership role of the public sector in applying placemaking principles and in building sustainable 
places that improve health and well-being.

This would include a focus on inclusivity and equality to address the needs of people from ethnic 
minority communities and those with protected characteristics specified in the Equality Act 2010 (UK 
Parliament, 2010), as currently places are not designed with inclusivity and equality in mind (Future 
Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2021). 

3 Creating healthier places and spaces requires focus on inclusive infrastructure that priorities walking and cycling and improves 
road safety; accessible and well-maintained green infrastructure, open green and blue spaces; local food growing and retail 
environment that enhances healthy food choices; community, health and social care services provided from local facilities; low 
levels of air pollution; and building design that promotes health and well-being (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2018)

4 Universal solutions but with effort proportionate to need https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/
s12939-015-0207-6

4.1 Reducing health and well-being inequalities

https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-015-0207-6
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-015-0207-6
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 During the pandemic, community engagement in planning decision making reduced  
with the application of social distancing measures,  the suspension of public face-to-face 
meetings and the need for responsive action, for example the introduction of temporary 
infrastructure in towns and cities. (Friends of the Earth Policy, 2020)

Adopting the principles of placemaking (see Section 2.2) is a priority across Wales. These principles 
support a focus on involving people and communities in the development of proposals and working 
collaboratively across sectors and disciplines to develop distinctive and vibrant places (Design 
Commission for Wales, 2020).  Spatial planning professionals have an essential role in engaging with 
local communities and ensuring that:

‘The needs, aspirations, health and wellbeing of all people are considered at the outset. 
Proposals are shaped to help meet these needs as well as create, integrate, protect and/or 
enhance a sense of community and promote equality’. (Design Commission for Wales, 2020)

The engagement of people and communities in the design of plans from early stages is essential 
(Welsh Government, 2021b) (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2021) and planners and local 
planning authorities have a responsibility to encourage people and communities to actively engage 
in planning decisions (Welsh Parliament, 2020). Public involvement is a core pillar of the five ways of 
working but is also a core protective factor for mental well-being and a key determinant of health and 
well-being. Collaboration between communities and sectors, such as spatial planning and public health 
are important to ensure that there is a wide understanding of health, for example, a broad definition 
which encompasses physical, mental and social well-being and a better understanding of the impact on 
communities from development plans and projects via the use of processes such as HIA (Public Health 
Wales NHS Trust, 2021b). 

It has been suggested that as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, in future there may be opportunities 
for increased levels of engagement with members of local communities, in particular with individuals 
in high-density areas, as part of the process of planners seeking to deal with the problems around 
the availability and quality of green infrastructure (Mell and Whitten, 2021). Additionally, the Welsh 
Government has accepted the recommendations of the Public Accounts Committee to improve 
the effectiveness of local planning authorities including community and public involvement (Welsh 
Parliament, 2020). Meaningful engagement with community members can add value to planning and 
development processes and strengthen the placemaking agenda (Planning Aid Wales, 2021).

The use of digital tools is beneficial in terms of reaching broader audiences (e.g. younger citizens, 
working age groups, etc.) in a cost efficient way, but its limitations, particularly in relation to engaging 
older people, the economically disadvantaged and those in rural areas with poor internet access must 
be recognised. The pandemic has had an impact on engagement processes by both delaying/hindering 
planned engagement activities and speeding up uptake of digital tools. Lockdowns have acted as a 
catalyst for different types of stakeholders to familiarise themselves with a range of existing digital 
tools, ranging from generic social media to bespoke engagement platforms. (Planning Aid Wales, 2021).

4.2  The importance of engagement and collaborative  
working to improve health and well-being 
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‘Places grow and develop in a way that uses land efficiently, supports and enhances 
existing places and is well connected. The location of housing, employment, leisure and 
other facilities are planned to help reduce the need to travel’. Placemaking Guide (Design 
Commission for Wales, 2020)

31% of adults in Britain (15.9 million people) have been affected by mental or physical 
health problems due to the condition of, or lack of space in, their home during lockdown. 
(National Housing Federation, 2020)

7% of households expressed a struggle with working from home (mostly social renters), 
with lack of space, poor home technology and poor physical conditions given as common 
issues. Many expressed a desire for dedicated home office space.

There is substantial evidence on the impact of housing and the homes in which we live, on health and 
well-being (Centre for Ageing Better, 2020; Clair and Hughes, 2019; McKinnon et al, 2020; Shaw, 2004; 
Watson et al, 2019). However, the pandemic has drawn greater attention to the link between housing, 
health, and equity and the importance of homes (Town and Country Planning Association, 2021) and 
indoor and outdoor space (Leavey et al, 2020) (Tinson and Clair, 2020). As a result of the pandemic and 
response measures, individuals were spending more time in the house and there was a rapid change 
in use of these spaces, with an increase in activities such as working, learning and exercising occurring 
at home. A person’s experience of the pandemic was influenced by their home environment, with the 
surroundings in which people live having a large impact on how well they were able to cope with and 
adapt to the changes to daily living (Green et al, 2020a). 

Lockdowns demonstrated that some places supported people better than others when they were 
confined to being in their local neighbourhoods (Town and Country Planning Association, 2021). These 
were places, for example, that had good access to quality green spaces, opportunities for walking and 
cycling, and local amenities and shops. The pandemic further emphasised the importance of good 
quality, safe and secure homes, but also the importance of where these are situated and the wider 
environment around them (Centre for Ageing Better, 2020; Woodfine et al, 2021). The importance of 
access to green and blue infrastructure is discussed further in section 4.8. 

4.3.1 Housing environment, quality, typology and tenure 

During the pandemic, those already facing challenges with housing and their living environments have 
been impacted to a greater degree than those who have a safe, warm and affordable home. The impact on 
homeworkers has depended on their living conditions.  Those particularly negatively affected include those 
living on a low income, private tenants and renters, children and young people, and women (Woodfine et 
al, 2021).  Although homeless people have been protected through being housed during the pandemic, 
longer term impacts once response temporary measures end are not yet known (Woodfine et al, 2021).

4.3  Place and housing 
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Research carried out during the pandemic 
highlighted that: 

 z 31% of adults in Britain (15.9 million 
people) have been affected by 
mental or physical health problems 
due to the condition of, or lack of 
space in, their home during lockdown 
(National Housing Federation, 2020). 

 z People living in houses were more 
comfortable than flats and older 
properties were more comfortable 
than newer properties (Carmona et 
al, 2020).

 z Owner occupiers were the most comfortable, followed by those in the private rented sector 
and social renters (those renting from local authorities or housing associations) the least 
comfortable. Predictors of comfort in the home included: more space/rooms per occupant 
(households with five or more occupants were less comfortable), private open space (garden or 
terrace space) (households with no private outdoor space were least comfortable compared to 
those with a private balcony or shared garden and those with private garden/terrace space).

 z Poor conditions such as overcrowding made self-isolation and shielding more difficult (Tinson 
and Clair, 2020). In Wales, 5.5% of the population live in overcrowded households (Stats 
Wales, 2015), and over a quarter of households (26.3%) with children living in social rented 
accommodation are overcrowded, substantially more than both private rented and owned 
accommodation (Watson et al, 2019). Experience of overcrowding is more common in ethnic 
minority groups (Centre for Ageing Better, 2020), with highest rates of overcrowding seen in 
Bangladeshi (24%), Pakistani (18%) and Black African (16%) ethnic groups (this compares with 
2% of White British households that are overcrowded) (Gov.uk, 2020). Analysis has found higher 
death rates from the COVID-19 virus in areas with more overcrowded housing (Barker, 2020). 
In addition, during the pandemic those individuals living in multi-generational households 
experienced poorer health outcomes (Centre for Ageing Better, 2020). 

 z 7% of households expressed a struggle with working from home (mostly social renters), with 
lack of space, poor home technology and poor physical conditions given as common issues. 
Many expressed a desire for dedicated home office space. 

 z 30,000 people spent lockdown in a one-room home and over 3,600 children spent lockdown 
in a home with two rooms. During the pandemic private tenants reported there was often not 
enough space, even for those who lived in spacious properties, and the pandemic had caused 
individuals to rethink the quality of their housing (Soaita, 2021). 

 z Throughout 2020, there was an increase in sales of detached houses compared to a reduction 
in demand for flats (Office for National Statistics, 2021b). The movement of individuals from 
city centres to suburbs, instigated by an increase in home working has also brought with it a 
shift in purchasing (Kamei et al, 2021).  These findings could have huge implications for some 
communities in Wales, and the increase in purchasing of second or rental homes would increase 
this impact further. A UK Parliament COVID-19 Committee inquiry into the long term impact 
of the pandemic on towns and cities will consider the changing relationship and dynamics and 
explore any implications for inequalities.

http://Gov.uk
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There is an opportunity to think differently about places. For planners, the pandemic has created 
uncertainty and challenges but also an opportunity to think and plan differently (Town and Country 
Planning Association, 2021). There is a need to build on positive aspects from the pandemic and ensure 
we future proof places to increase their resilience and ability to avoid negative impacts in the future. 

Opportunities can be explored to address environmental and economic challenges associated with 
taking action to improve the impact of housing on health. These opportunities include: ‘needing to reduce 
carbon emissions and be resilient towards more extreme climates…; catering for the likely shift in the type 
and size of accommodation required, resulting from the demographic shift towards an ageing population; 
investing in more housebuilding (supporting economic recovery as well as developing housing stock); and 
adapting relevant policies and provisions to enable people to use their homes (and local transport and 
services) in different ways’ (Tinson and Clair, 2020, page 24).

Housing is central to the concept of the ‘20 minute neighbourhood’, with a need to provide high quality 
housing, which includes affordable and social housing and a ‘safe, healthy and energy-efficient home for 
residents’ (Town and Country Planning Association, 2021). In addition to this, good placemaking consists 
of providing a mix of housing tenures and types and planning the location of housing, employment, 
leisure and other facilities in order to contribute towards reducing the need to travel (Design 
Commission for Wales, 2020). Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2020a) advocate a placemaking 
approach that is central to future development in the recovery from the pandemic. 

A commitment to increase access to high quality housing 
and invest in social housing in Wales is included as a 
key priority for reconstruction following the pandemic 
(Welsh Government, 2020a). The pandemic has further 
highlighted the role that housing plays in our health 
(Tinson and Clair, 2020). New houses (and newly converted 
houses) need to be built in accordance with national 
minimum space standards, such as those in the Nationally 
Described Space Standard (Carmona et al, 2020) and the 
Welsh Development Quality Requirements 2021, Creating 
Beautiful Homes and Places (Welsh Government, 2021e) 
which sets out the minimum functional quality standards 
for new and rehabilitated general needs affordable 
homes. The internal and external environment of housing, 
including the built environment that surrounds homes, 
needs to be considered as part of initiatives to improve 
housing quality (Centre for Ageing Better, 2020). 

Consideration of future needs when designing housing is important (Woodfine et al, 2021), such as the 
needs of those working from home, the needs of older people, those who are clinically vulnerable and 
those who may be required to shield or self-isolate.
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 During the pandemic, there was a shift to individuals shopping at local 
businesses more, preparing their own food and eating with family. Higher income individuals 
and families showed greater interest in growing food and buying more fruit and vegetables. 
(Pulighe G & Lupia F, 2020) (Neve, 2020).

 It was reported that there was an 81% increase in demand experienced at food banks and 
the use of food banks effectively doubled in March and April 2020 compared to the same 
period in 2019. (House of Commons Committees, 2020). 

Access to a diversity of food outlets selling healthy food and to food growing spaces for example, 
gardens, allocated food growing spaces near community buildings, and allotments helps to improve 
health and well-being. It supports the maintenance of a healthy weight and impacts positively on 
attitudes towards healthier foods, physical activity levels, social connectivity and fruit and vegetable 
consumption (Public Health England, 2017) (Town and Country Planning Association, 2017).   

4.4.1 Experiences of accessing and growing food

Access to healthy food and food growing spaces was 
not equal across the communities of the UK before the 
pandemic with those living in deprived areas more likely to 
experience conditions of poor environmental quality, that 
included limited access to open green spaces and the over 
concentration, and visible availability, of unhealthy food 
retailing.  Additionally, in deprived areas poor quality high 
streets were, and still are, more likely to be found with 
less healthy food outlets and other potentially less healthy 
retail outlets, such as betting and gambling shops, shisha 
bars and shops selling alcohol (Marmot M et al 2020) (Public Health England, 2020b).  This inequality has 
been exacerbated in many ways by the pandemic. There have been particular impacts of food insecurity 
upon certain population groups by the ‘triple challenge’ of Brexit, COVID-19 and climate change (Green 
et al, 2021). Food security is defined as being able to have physical and economic access to sufficient, 
safe and nutritious food that meets their needs for an active and healthy lifestyle.

The transition to digital grocery and takeaway food purchasing also increased as pandemic restrictions 
continued and much of the food retail system in Wales became re-localised (Chang M et al, 2020). This 
was demonstrated by an increase in sales at convenience stores. Some producers were able to adapt to 
the stay local / social distancing messaging and develop innovative local sales strategies driven through 
direct marketing and deliveries, offering online ordering and contactless delivery.  

Some positive aspects of behaviour related to food has been observed during the pandemic. There was 
a shift to individuals shopping at local businesses, more time was spent preparing food and eating with 
family and higher income individuals and families showed a greater interest in growing food and buying 
more fruit and vegetables (Pulighe G & Lupia F, 2020) (Neve, 2020). An online survey of over 4,000 

4.4  The importance of access to healthy food 
environments and food growing
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adults in the UK in April 2020 found that 38% of people were cooking more from scratch, and 33% were 
throwing away less food (Food Foundation and You Gov, 2020).

The positive elements of behaviour change and adaptation by producers and suppliers also however 
potentially increased food access problems and food insecurity as affluent households had the 
resources, in terms of money and internet access, to make use of these changes, affecting diet-related 
health inequalities (Cummins S et al, 2020).  Those employed within sectors that closed down and those 
furloughed have been at further risk of food insecurity and food poverty in Wales (Green L et al, 2020a).  
The large increase in the use of food banks during the pandemic has been driven primarily by economic 
reasons because of job losses (House of Commons Committees, 2020).

During the pandemic it was highlighted that one in eight households had no access to a garden 
(Natural Resources Wales, 2020) reducing the possibilities of food growing for many residents of Wales. 
However, many local community food growing spaces and projects continued throughout the pandemic, 
once social distancing and hand hygiene precautions were established. For example, Food Cardiff (Food 
Cardiff, 2020) distributed 14,000 plants, seeds and growing kits during the first lockdown to support 
Cardiff residents grow their own vegetables and supported a local network (Edible Cardiff) connecting 
small-scale growers, allotment holders and community gardens (Food Cardiff, 2020). However, the 
proportion which contributes to food security and production in Wales is tiny, contributing less than 1% 
(Welsh Government, 2020). 

Food growing at home and / or in allotments has become more popular since the start of the pandemic 
(Welsh Government, 2020a) and enhancing access to this has been identified as a priority within Wales 
(Future Generations Commisioner for Wales, 2020), (Welsh Government, 2021b). 

Sustaining some of the changes in food behaviour such as ‘cooking from scratch’, growing food and 
eating more fruit and vegetables could result in positive health outcomes for the population, but equally 
some changes during the pandemic could result in detrimental impacts on the population such as food 
insecurity and difficulties accessing fresh and affordable food.

 
Focus on: urban farming

In the UK, agriculture has traditionally been established in rural areas to allow cities to focus on 
economic growth and development, but the pandemic brought into focus the need for urban 
areas to grow their own food in order to shorten food supply chains, reduce food miles, reduce 
food deserts and contribute to a sustainable food system.  Urban farming grows for example, the 
food to be sold to restaurants or at a farmers’ market and so differs from community growing or 
allotments where food is grown for personal use or for sharing (Greensgrow, 2020).  

Some urban farming is already supported in Wales for example, the Riverside Market Garden 
(Community Supported Agriculture, 2021) and interest in and support for, vertical farming is 
increasing (Welsh Government, 2017).  Edible green infrastructures such as vertical farming and 
rooftop greenhouses, for example, (Pulighe G & Lupia F, 2020) could become integral aspects 
of placemaking to address food insecurity in urban environments; spatial planners have the 
opportunity to improve the food security of the most at risk populations while addressing 
sustainable development objectives (Steenkamp, J et al, 2021). 
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4.4.2 Hot food takeaways

Prior to the pandemic, an increasing proportion 
of hot food was being purchased outside of the 
home from takeaways. This food was more likely 
to be unhealthy and higher in sugar, fat and salt, 
and these changes in patterns of behaviour are 
becoming entrenched amongst the community 
(Toner S et al, 2018).  Increasing concern had been 
mounting about the impact of hot food takeaways 
on obesity levels in children.  Although some 
of the evidence linking the two had often been 
inconclusive, some local authorities had begun to 
develop supplementary planning guidance (SPG) 
to guide the location of fast food outlets in their 
areas. These include for example, in Wrexham (Wrexham County Borough Council, 2011), while others 
continued to gather information and evidence (Faculty of Public Health, 2017), (Public Health England, 
2018), (Toner S et al, 2018), (Beynon C et al, 2020).   There was a marked increase in the use of hot food 
delivery services and takeaway options during the pandemic but there was also a reported increase in 
‘cooking from scratch’ (Chang M et al, 2020) (Green L et al, 2020a). A hospitality industry tracker indicated 
an increase in volume of orders of deliveries and takeaways increased by 115% in February 2021 
compared to one year earlier at the start of the pandemic (CGA Solutions, 2021). In the UK in 2020 each 
household spent on average over five pounds per week on takeaway deliveries (Statistica, 2021). 

Although some debate continues on this issue, strategies (Welsh Government, 2019a), policies, 
case studies and supplementary planning guidance (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2021b) exists to 
support action to reduce the density of fast food outlets near schools and in areas with higher levels of 
deprivation and / or obesity.  Hot food takeaways can be the subject of local planning controls and are 
often co-located with other potentially less healthy retail outlets, such as betting and gambling shops, 
shisha bars and shops selling alcohol (Public Health England, 2020b).

The impact of the pandemic has accelerated the need for diversifying retail and commercial centres 
so they can adapt to future retail trends to continue to meet the needs of their local communities.  
Welsh Government aims to restart work in 2022 on a reformed Use Class Order (UCO) with a focus 
on reforming Class A (A1 Shops, A2 Financial and Professional Severs, A3 Food and Drink).  Given 
the potential extent and nature of any changes and the age of the existing Order (1987), a new and 
consolidated version of the Order will be needed.                                                                           

Guidance and evidence has consistently recommended better management of the food retail 
environment through planning (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2010), (Public Health 
England, 2017), (Town & Country Planning Association, with WHIASU & PHW, 2016). The focus post-
pandemic remains on well-being, with emphasis on placemaking and the development of sustainable 
and cohesive communities (Welsh Government, 2021b) which can reap benefits for health and well-
being.  An element of placemaking includes enabling healthier environments that support communities 
to access a wide range of healthier food options and adequate spaces for food growing opportunities 
(Welsh Government, 2020a) (Welsh Government, 2021b).  Local food production and supply chains have 
been crucial during the pandemic and food production in Wales remains a priority (Welsh Government, 
2021a).  However, it must be noted that Wales does not have a distinct food system but is one 
component of a much larger global interconnected system. 



19

Maximising health and well-being opportunities for spatial planning in the COVID-19 pandemic recovery

4.5 Local foundational economies 

In Britain, three in five people (59%) used more local stores and services during 
lockdown (Deloitte, 2020) and 23% increased their use of local corner shops 
(Nolsoe, 2020). There was an increase in use of local businesses (Jones, 2020) 
with many choosing butchers and greengrocers over supermarkets. (Rolfe et al, 2020). 

70% of people in Britain who have shopped locally during the pandemic reported they would 
continue to do so or even increase this when lockdown fully ends (Ibbetson, 2020). Some 
individuals relied on local shops as a result of needing to shield and/or wanting to avoid using 
public transport. (Brewer and Patrick, 2021).

As a result of the pandemic and 
restrictions, people travelled less, worked 
from home (if able to) and shopped 
more locally (Price et al, 2021; Rolfe 
et al, 2020; Tilley et al, 2020) (Food 
Standards Agency, n.d). The pandemic 
resulted in changes to the use of high 
streets with a significant reduction in 
the footfall, with data showing national 
retail footfall fell by 47% in March 2021 
compared to the equivalent week in 20205 
(Office for National Statistics, 2021c). 
Many high streets were already facing 
struggles before the pandemic, and the 
pandemic has presented an additional 
challenge (Samuel, 2020) with high 
streets negatively impacted by the closure of non-essential businesses (Royal Town Planning Institute, 
2020a; Welsh Government, 2020a). Online shopping presented competition to town centres before the 
pandemic and this has since increased (Welsh Government, 2020a).  Town and city centres across the 
UK have been impacted differently by the pandemic. Working from home has resulted in fewer people 
commuting into city centres, causing reduced spending in restaurants, shops and bars in these areas 
(Breach, 2021). Town and local centres will need to adapt in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic 
to be mixed-use spaces that present a variety of offers that meet the needs of their communities, give 
individuals reasons to use these spaces and entice them to visit (Weissenborn et al, 2021).  

Organisations where many of the workforce are working from home may decide to change the type 
and / or location of their offices, in order to reduce their rental costs, as well as possibly explore options 
for co-working spaces situated nearby to where employees live (Reuschke et al, 2021). Repurposing of 
office buildings and retail units may occur together with a greater investment in local neighbourhoods 
(Felstead, 2021).  In Wales, over the longer term, Welsh Government is aiming for 30% of the population 
to be working remotely (either from home or somewhere nearby), exploring the concept of co-working 
hubs located within local communities and looking to provide greater flexibility in working location 
(Green et al, 2021; Welsh Government, 2020c). 

5  Week to 13th March 2021
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It was found that measures and guidance put in place on high streets and shops has not been inclusive, 
for example, those who are blind or partially sighted would not be able to read signs put in place 
in these areas, therefore changes implemented due to the pandemic may act to increase existing 
inequalities (Cooke E et al, 2020). Concerns have been expressed about disabled individuals being 
impacted by changes to street layouts during the pandemic, which have made venturing out of the 
house more challenging (Samuel, 2020). 

4.5.1 Placemaking and ‘20 minute neighbourhoods’ 

The concept of the 20-minute neighbourhood is gaining traction (Town and Country Planning 
Association, 2021). Some positive aspects of the impact of the pandemic saw increased use of local areas 
and facilities and the importance of being able to reach these easily from home, core to the building of 
local foundational economies. The concept creates liveable neighbourhoods that give people the ability 
to ‘live locally’ and access their daily needs within a 20-minute walk of their home. 

Within the concept, there are shops, schools, green spaces, culture, leisure and work, all within 20 
minutes of an affordable, quality home. Destinations are better linked, with safer walking, cycling 
and public transport connections in order to reduce pollution and improve long-term health and well-
being together with addressing climate change and sustainability. This concept includes the principle 
of involving people in decisions that affect their communities before, during and after development 
(Douglas, M., & Beautyman, I., 2020). Central to the ‘20 minute neighbourhood’ concept is addressing 
inequalities and investment to support disadvantaged individuals (Town and Country Planning 
Association, 2021).  

In Wales, The Future Generations Commissioner has advocated for 20 minute neighbourhoods as 
part of the concept of ‘…smarter urban planning’ and the creation of ‘connected, low carbon and active 
communities’ (Future Generations Commissioner Sept 2020). With the COVID-19 pandemic exposing 
inequalities and the emphasis on a ‘green recovery’ there is now greater interest in the concept and in 
its application. Compared to town and urban centres, implementing 20-minute neighbourhoods in more 
rural and / or widely dispersed communities is likely to be more challenging. In rural areas a different 
approach could be considered, where local living and 20 minutes hubs are located which include services 
and workplaces, reducing the need to travel (Douglas and Beautyman, 2021. 
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4.6 Accessing and using digital technology 

In Wales, one in ten of those aged 16 and over did not use the internet before 
the pandemic, with most of these individuals over the age of 65.  
(Martin et al, 2020). 

Digital inclusion is a crucial factor in ensuring equity of access to services and the pandemic 
has emphasised the importance of being digitally included in society. (Park et al, 2020).  
However, the pandemic has exacerbated digital exclusion in the UK, as 1.9 million households 
in the UK do not have access to the internet. (DevicesDotNow, 2020).

Integral to facilitating a growing local foundational economy and local centre planning is a strong and 
stable digital platform and infrastructure. The COVID-19 pandemic acted as a catalyst for technological 
advancements (Moore and Collins, 2021; Cretu, 2020). The importance of good digital communications, 
including good internet coverage (Welsh Government, 2021a) was highlighted together with the need 
for a good digital infrastructure (Cardiff Capital Region, 2020). Digital skills enabling individuals to work, 
access services and communicate with others whilst restrictions on daily life were in place were found 
to be of importance (Kapetaniou, 2020).  Additionally, there has been a significant increase in the use of 
the internet for online shopping (Office for National Statistics, 2021c; Bicquelet-Lock, 2020; Mathers et 
al, 2020) and digital technology has been used to help support local businesses during the pandemic. For 
example, through the Welsh Government Foundational Economy Challenge Fund, Torfaen Council have 
been able to offer grants to local businesses and services for digital advertising and marketing support 
(Moody, 2020).

Those at increased risk of digital 
exclusion include those on a low income 
or the elderly (Park et al, 2020) and 
those who are disabled, social housing 
tenants, homeless and/or those living in 
disadvantaged areas (Martin et al, 2020). 
For those individuals who previously 
used devices and WiFi in shared spaces, 
these areas were not available during the 
pandemic (Mathers et al, 2020).  Some 
suggest that those without access to 
the internet during the pandemic were 
visiting other people’s houses to access 
WiFi or travelling to town centres using 
public transport to access WiFi hotspots 
(DevicesDotNow, 2020). 
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4.7  Moving around by walking, cycling and using  
public transport  

A survey undertaken by the RAC in 2020 found 49% of respondents reported 
driving less over the past 12 months and of these, 75% cited COVID-19 as the main reason 
(RAC, 2020). Just over half of respondents (52%) reported that in the future they will use 
public transport less. There is increased reliance on vehicles compared to the past and 57% 
said it has become more important to have access to a car since the pandemic, with this linked 
to concerns regarding transmission of the virus on public transport. 

The pandemic has changed the way individuals and communities interact with their environment and has 
had an impact on transport, mobility and active travel. Policies focused on social distancing, lockdowns, 
stay at home and work from home if you can, have all influenced the different transport and travel 
modes used during the pandemic and continue to do so as restrictions are eased and end. 

During the pandemic, there has been a decrease in bus and rail passenger numbers (Minnis, 2021). 
In May 2020, Welsh Government estimated that there had been a 95% reduction in the use of public 
transport compared to the same period in the previous year (Welsh Government, 2020d). 

All travel decreased during the initial lockdown in Wales, however began to increase as restrictions were 
eased (Environmental Public Health Service, 2020). Government data shows that following the rapid 
decline in transport use at the onset of the pandemic and the stay at home measures in 2020, car use 
recovered at a quicker pace than bus and rail (Gov.uk, 2021). With the lifting of travel restrictions in July 
2020, private car use quickly bounced back to 80% of the pre-pandemic level and public transport use 
remained at 30% of previous levels (Welsh Government, 2020b). 

Whilst public transport modes saw a decline in use during the pandemic, active travel modes of walking 
and cycling were less affected by such a decline (Department for Transport, 2021). While 39% of cyclists 
surveyed between January and February 2021 reported cycling less than before the pandemic, 20% 
reported cycling more and 41% cycling about the same as before the pandemic. In terms of walking, 
35% of people were reporting walking more, 35% walking less and 30% walking as much as before the 
pandemic.

Welsh Government made funding available for temporary measures for sustainable transport in 
response to COVID-19. The trial transport projects that have been rapidly implemented during the 
pandemic delivering ‘real time’ adaptions across a variety of schemes including active travel, bus priority 
and road space reallocation, showed that it is possible to make changes at speed. This has been shown 
to be an attractive alternative option to successive feasibility studies that can take much longer to 
implement. (Transport Commission, 2020).

Post–pandemic urban interventions that have been recommended include supporting walking and 
cycling through increasing and improving sidewalks and bike lanes, reducing motorised transport to 
support car-free streets, increasing open streets and adapting traffic lights, signalling and speed limits 
(Rojas-Rueda and Morales-Zamora, 2021). Transform Cymru (2020) are calling for increased space for 
walking and cycling.

http://Gov.uk


23

Maximising health and well-being opportunities for spatial planning in the COVID-19 pandemic recovery

In terms of environmental health benefits from the reduction in road traffic, early monitoring from the 
initial lockdown between 16th March and 31st May 2020 showed NOx and NO2 concentrations decreased 
on average 49% and 36% respectively on roadside sites in Wales and there were smaller reductions in 
urban background tests (Ricardo Energy and Environment, 2020). The reduction was attributed to a drop 
in vehicle flows mostly related to cars, light vans and buses. Challenges with trying to quantify changes 
in air pollution during lockdown and the effect on health have been highlighted, with additional data 
over a longer period needed. However, it was concluded that the ‘analysis not only demonstrated that 
achieving significant changes in travel need and mode are possible, but suggested that sustaining them can 
deliver environment, health and sustainability benefits’ (Environmental Public Health Service, Public Health 
Wales, 2020).

Evidence found those travelling by cycle or foot were exposed to lower concentrations of air pollution 
when taking routes that were away from motorised traffic (Mitsakou et al, 2021), therefore health 
benefits can be gained from planning and designing cycling and walking routes that are separate 
from roads. Not only would this reduce exposure to harmful air pollution but could provide additional 
reassurance to those nervous of using cycle lanes directly alongside roads, thereby encouraging greater 
uptake of active travel.  

Changes in the need to travel and mode of travel during the pandemic may have had a part to play 
in a reduction in road collisions and related injuries (Public Health Wales, no date).  Several measures 
have been implemented in town and city centres during the pandemic to increase public safety and 
facilitate social distancing, which have had co-benefits such as enabling active travel. This has included 
the reallocation of road space to be used for purposes other than traffic (Surico and Jones, 2020). 
Welsh Government announced funding, through ‘Transforming Towns’, the town centre regeneration 
programme, which is available to local authorities for improving town and city centres in Wales through 
projects such as the creation of active travel routes (Welsh Government, 2021d). During the pandemic, 
there has been an increase in active travel and this is something Welsh Government is keen to maintain 
in the long-term (Welsh Government, 2020e). 
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In terms of inequalities, individuals living in deprived areas on lower pay are more likely to rely on buses 
for transport than those on higher incomes, who typically use cars and trains to travel (Gates et al, 2019). 
In the UK, transport modes differ depending on affluence, with wealthier people using trains and cars 
and poorer people using buses (Women’s Budget Group, 2019). In Wales there around a quarter of 
people who do not own a car (Gov.uk, 2015 cited in Transport Commission, 2020). 

Disabled people are unable to access many transport options (Transform Cymru, 2020) and research 
has found these individuals face many practical and emotional barriers to travelling by train (Transport 
Focus, 2019). Pop up cycle lanes can be problematic for those with disabilities (Transport Focus, 2021). 

Access to public transport that is low cost and reliable is particularly important for those on a low 
income, or living in poverty, or those in unpaid work as it can enable access to paid employment and 
a range of other key services (Women’s Budget Group, 2019). Those living in poverty in rural areas 
are most negatively affected by the impacts of transport poverty6, with some groups such as women, 
students and older people at higher risk of experiencing transport poverty (Gates et al, 2019).

Population health and well-being benefit from a sustainable transport system that supports active travel 
and improves air quality. The sustainable transport hierarchy is reflected in national policy in Wales in 
PPW, Future Wales: the national plan 2040 and the new Llwybr Newydd: the Wales Transport strategy 
2021 (Welsh Government, 2021f). These aim to moving away from using private cars to more sustainable 
methods of transport and include a commitment to place new buildings near public transport and 
ensure new developments are designed to be walk-and-cycle-friendly. This will help achieve the target of 
45% of journeys being made by public transport, walking or cycling by 2040 (Welsh Government, 2021f). 
The strategy makes the connection between a sustainable transport system and the co-benefits to 
health and well-being in the context of active travel and air quality. It also recognises public transport as 
one of Welsh Government’s priorities for reconstruction, with a focus on reducing the need to travel and 
supporting active travel.

The COVID-19 pandemic presents an opportunity for change and for improvements to be made to public 
transport for the future (Transform Cymru, 2020; Transport Commission, 2020). There is a role for spatial 
planning and infrastructure design to support the vision for transport in Wales so that active travel and 
public transport can be prioritised (Mitsakou et al, 2021). There are some approaches that would bring 
co-benefits to health, society and the environment that could be utilised including Tactical Urbanism 
and Transit Orientated Development which are described below. 

‘Tactical urbanism’ is defined as ‘short-term action for a long-term change’ (ParCitypatory, 2020). 
For example, pop up cycle lanes in cities to enable active travel during the pandemic when many 
roads were closed and more space was needed for pedestrians. 

Transit Orientated Development is ‘the deliberate development of residential, business and 
leisure spaces within walking distance of public transport [which] presents opportunities to 
support active travel and use of public transport’ (Transport Commission, 2020).  

6  Defined as “difficulty or inability to make necessary journeys due to a combination of income/cost and service availability” 
(Gates et al, 2019, page 4).

http://Gov.uk
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4.8  The importance of access to green and blue  
infrastructure

60% of those surveyed in South Wales reported increased use of green spaces since  
the onset of lockdown and people were more likely to use these spaces if access was good. 
(Valleys Regional Park, 2020).  

Households most likely to be satisfied with their neighbourhood were those located within 
a 5-minute walk to a park or green space. (Place Alliance, 2020).  In addition, closure of public 
toilets, as part of the COVID-19 response measures, presented a barrier to some individuals 
accessing parks during the pandemic. (Greenspace Scotland, 2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the value of green infrastructure and the significant benefits of 
green and blue spaces to well-being (Mell and Whitten, 2021; Lovell et al, 2020; Natural Resources 
Wales, 2020; Royal Town Planning Institute, 2020a; Stockholm Environment Institute, 2020;). Outdoor 
spaces, such as parks and beaches, became more important for individual’s well-being often providing 
a reason for people to leave their homes (Chapman and Phagoora, 2021). Urban parks, in particular, 
played a key role in supporting mental and physical health, providing safe spaces for outdoor activities 
and for socialising with others (Xie et al, 2020). The use of green spaces increased during the pandemic 
(Countryside Charity, 2021; Vivid Economics and Barton Wilmore, 2020), with individuals reporting 
spending more time in outdoor spaces (Lovell R et al, 2020). 

In the UK, the numbers of visitors to parks increased during the summer of 2020 following the initial 
lockdown (McGinlay et al, 2020). An increasing number of parklets, see case study below, have been 
created within urban areas, providing more outdoor space and greenery and is an example of ‘tactical 
urbanism’ (Laker, 2020) (see section 4.6). 

Case Studies 

 
One-way system, Cardiff

During the pandemic a one–way system was 
implemented at Roath Park in Cardiff in order to 
aid social distancing amongst pedestrians using this 
space. In addition, changes to the space were made 
to discourage individuals from taking non-essential 
car journeys to the area, such as creating more space 
for cyclists and joggers by taking away some of 
the visitor car parking. This is one example of how 
existing space has been changed in order to facilitate 
pandemic regulations and to encourage behaviour 
change and use of green space.  
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Parklets

Within the Vale of Glamorgan six Parklets have been 
developed which provide decked seating areas with a 
green roof covering and toughened glass to protect 
from the weather. These are to be used by local business. 
Biodiversity benefits from the planting which also collect 
the rainwater not absorbed by the green roof.   
https://www.meristemdesign.co.uk/news/2021/1/18/
worlds-1st-parklets-with-green-roofs-installed-in-the-
vale-of-glamorgan 

Fitz Park in central London was created to create a multi-
functional temporary public space on a busy urban street 
for people to ‘dwell, socialise, exercise, eat and enjoy’. 
The main objectives of the project were to:

 z provide accessible spaces for pedestrians that encourages dwell time;

 z enhance local character and sense of place;

 z improve pedestrian capacity to accommodate future growth;

 z encourage social cohesion and local pride; and

 z promote biodiversity through the provision of planting.

There is ongoing monitoring of the project to demonstrate its impact as a small scale urban 
greening intervention. 

https://www.arup.com/projects/fitzpark   

Inequalities exist in access to green and blue infrastructure, with those living in disadvantaged and 
deprived areas having less access to good quality green spaces than those living in more affluent areas 
(Chapman and Phagoora, 2021; Landscape Institute, 2020; Natural Resources Wales, 2020; Royal Town 
Planning Institute, 2020a). COVID-19, and more specifically lockdown, further highlighted existing 
inequalities (Marmot et al, 2020; Olsen and Mitchell, 2020) and heightened the impact of lack of access 
to green infrastructure for some (Mell and Whitten, 2021):  

 z One in eight households in Great Britain 
did not have access to a private or shared 
garden (Office for National Statistics, 
2020).  It is those living on low incomes, 
living in cities, employed in semi-skilled 
and unskilled manual occupations, as 
casual workers or unemployed, younger 
people and those from ethnic minority 
groups who were more likely to be without 
access to a private garden or shared 
outdoor space (Marmot et al, 2020) (Office 
for National Statistics, 2020). 

https://www.meristemdesign.co.uk/news/2021/1/18/worlds-1st-parklets-with-green-roofs-installed-in-the-vale-of-glamorgan
https://www.meristemdesign.co.uk/news/2021/1/18/worlds-1st-parklets-with-green-roofs-installed-in-the-vale-of-glamorgan
https://www.meristemdesign.co.uk/news/2021/1/18/worlds-1st-parklets-with-green-roofs-installed-in-the-vale-of-glamorgan
https://www.arup.com/projects/fitzpark
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 z Visits to natural spaces during the pandemic were 
more likely for those who were employed, living in the 
least deprived areas, on a higher income and who had 
a higher educational attainment. Conversely, those of 
lower socio-economic status, older individuals, those 
from ethnic minority groups, those with a long-term 
illness or condition and individuals without children 
were less likely to have reported visiting natural spaces 
(Lovell R et al, 2020) (Stewart and Eccleston, 2020) 
(Olsen and Mitchell, 2021). 

 z Those who had access to private outdoor space 
were more comfortable and found managing the 
lockdown and restrictions easier than those with 
balconies or access only to shared/public spaces 
(Pouso et al, 2020) (Place Alliance, 2020). Families, 
especially those without access to a garden, were 
impacted by the shutting of playgrounds and 
parks, (Fitzpatrick et al, 2020).  

Investing in green and blue infrastructure has a key role to play in the economic recovery from the 
COVID-19 pandemic in an even way across society (Landscape Institute, 2020). It can also promote co-
benefits to health, well-being, the environment and climate change.   

Green infrastructure has a key role to play in future development and will support the adoption of 
nature-based design principles within planning to support increase access to greenspaces (Price et al, 
2021). Provision of green infrastructure is an effective means of enhancing health and well-being, and 
green infrastructure assessments can explore the opportunities for this and can provide an opportunity 
for early consideration in development proposals in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021a; Welsh 
Government 2021b).  

Investment in green space is a mechanism to rebuild our communities, support their physical and mental 
health and well-being and reconnect them with each other and with nature (Natural Resources Wales, 
2020).

Planning policies play a crucial role in prioritising access to green space (Tilley et al, 2020), making it 
necessary for new developments and plans to include good quality public space (Samuel, 2020). Joint 
work with developers can ensure areas within a neighbourhood are connected through walkable and 
green streets (Place Alliance, 2020). 

Ensuring housing provides individuals with access to gardens / greenspace can enhance the well-being 
of residents (Olsen and Mitchell, 2021). It has been recommended that access to private open space (a 
balcony at the very least) be mandated for all new homes and newly converted homes (Carmona et al, 
2020) (Pouso et al, 2020). Transforming spaces, such as creating ‘parklets’, can increase outdoor space 
and offer more greenery in urban areas (Laker L, 2020) and create greenspaces such as parks and forests 
on the edge of cities, bringing nature areas closer to those in the city (Vivid Economics and Barton 
Wilmore, 2020). 
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4.9 Key themes: future opportunities for health 

In response to the range of impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the population of Wales due to 
built and natural environments, some strategic future actions and opportunities could be adopted 
and maximised to support the improvement of health and well-being in relation to each of the 
previous themes in this report. These are outlined below. They can promote co-benefits for health, the 
environment and economy and can be actioned by a range of stakeholders including: local planning 
authorities and officers, built environment specialists and developers, public health and health board 
practitioners and communities with an interest in spatial planning. 

Strategic actions

Some strategic level actions are outlined below include and can be implemented by a range of public 
bodies including those responsible for planning, environment and health policies and plans. 

 z Promoting early involvement and joined up working across sectors, organisations and disciplines 
building on key strategic and local policy levers and sharing of co-beneficial good practice 
to address interconnected challenges e.g. Climate Change and recovery from the COVID-19 
pandemic.

 z Promoting sustainable and healthier places through adopting and implementing placemaking 
principles and a place based approach to planning by signing up to the Welsh Government’s 
Placemaking Charter. Ensuring health and well-being is valued and integral to developments 
and not seen as an ‘add on’ and ensuring infrastructure and services are put in place from the 
outset.

 z Utilising and advocate the use of existing tools, strategies and guidance for example, using 
Health Impact Assessment (HIA) to support cross system thinking and action between health 
and planning professionals that benefits the health and well-being of communities.

 z Explore and utilise different and innovative approaches to engagement between health and 
planning professionals and communities such as nature based solutions, transit oriented 
development, tactical urbanism etc.

 z Recognising the important role of the health sector: local public health teams and health care 
service providers bodies in wider planning decisions.

 z Further exploration of different tools for increasing delivery of healthy places such as ‘20 min 
neighbourhoods’, local foundational economies and how they can be realised across a diverse 
and distinct geography of Wales.

 z Considering the implications of the pandemic for future planning and design, taking into 
account the findings from recent changes and the role of place and space and future needs. 
Data collection and further research have a key role to play in this.

 z Developing health and well-being thresholds and criteria by which policy officers and 
practitioners from a range of settings and organisations can view future development 
applications.
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Theme specific actions and opportunities

Engagement and collaboration between built environment and health 
professionals and with communities (see Section 4.2)

 z Utilise resources to support joint working – such as toolkits, infographics and 
templates. Examples can be found on the Wales Health Impact Assessment 
Support Unit website.

 z Increase skills of built environment and health professionals to undertake joint working on 
health and well-being and planning through training and skills development, for example Wales 
Health Impact Assessment Support Unit can provide training on HIAs.

 z Focus on inclusivity and equality when undertaking engagement, and build on digital 
technology advances. This can shape community involvement and engagement strategies to 
enable local communities to add value to development processes. Population groups which 
have experienced disproportionate impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic can be supported 
to recover through planning and placemaking, such as giving specific consideration to design, 
quality of homes and the surrounding environment. 

Place and Housing (see Section 4.3)

 z Access to good quality housing and places that are vibrant, cohesive and meet 
local needs should be met in all new residential led developments.

 z Set standards for space requirements in new housing for future needs for 
example working from home.

 z Ensure all development has access to quality greenspace.

 z Future proof design of spaces and infrastructure for future communicable illnesses or infectious 
diseases, learning from approaches put in place during the COVID-19 pandemic including 
repurposing road spaces, social distancing, outdoor hospitality needs, active travel and using 
local shops and facilities. 

Healthy food environments (see Section 4.4)

 z Improve quality of high streets ensuring a range of healthy food retail options 
and influence the built environment to increase outdoor spaces, food growing 
opportunities and active travel access.

 z Joint working between built environment, licensing and public health professionals to consider 
how to manage hot food takeaways, for example highlighting areas of high rates of obesity, 
proximity of takeaways to schools.  

https://phwwhocc.co.uk/whiasu
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Local foundational economies (see Section 4.5)

 z  Repurpose and remodel spaces in town and local centres with a creative health 
focus for example, through creating community hubs and ensuring a range of 
uses to appeal to a broad population.

 z Maximise multiple health and economy co-benefits from investment into the foundational 
economy through enabling opportunities for health related activities and ensure accessibility to 
local services is sustainable.

 z Cross system working across health and local authorities for example co-location of community 
and health facilities in local areas. 

Accessing digital technology (see Section 4.6)

 z There is a need to improve access to digital infrastructure across the whole 
of Wales in order to tackle inequalities and digital exclusion for groups within 
the population.  Plan positively to maximise the health and well-being benefits 
from increasing digital infrastructure in areas with poor or no provision. 

Walking, Cycling and Public Transport (see Section 4.7)

 z Seek to increase public confidence in using public transport, taking account 
of the findings from research undertaken during the pandemic (Department 
for Transport, 2021a), including developing communications strategies 
and messages to ensure that public transport users have confidence in returning to using 
sustainable transport methods rather than the car.

 z Explore ways of implementing the options which have been shown to be feasible through trial 
projects. 

 z Develop approaches to delivering placemaking such as incorporating 20 min neighbourhoods, 
tactical urbanism and transit oriented development to help deliver health and well-being 
benefits.

 z Utilise the expertise of cross sector working through planning and health to increase the 
number of people walking and cycling for example through positive behaviour change models 
and design of cycle routes which are attractive, safe and inclusive for all. 

Enhance green and blue infrastructure (see Section 4.8)

 z Set standards for provision and access to green and blue infrastructure at 
different scales and places. 

 z Develop innovative approaches to delivering nature-based solutions through 
collaborative working across sectors e.g., urban area with increasing densities.
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5  Maximising inclusive health 
and well-being in future spatial 
planning for recovery

“ Healthy environments make healthy people. Healthy people in turn underpin 
economic vitality” (Weissenborn et al, 2021) 

The COVID-19 pandemic and response measures have highlighted the importance of the built and 
natural environment and spatial planning policies more than ever. It has explicitly identified the need to 
move at pace to more sustainable health promoting and protecting ways of working and enabling the 
population to be more active, work from home and have secure, safe and affordable access to food, 
transport and housing. Section 3 highlighted the impact that the pandemic has had upon communities 
in Wales, the inequalities that have worsened, and the vulnerabilities of certain population groups. It is 
key to learn from the evidence of how important the environment (home and community) is for people’s 
health and well-being during this time. This can help to shape future spatial planning and placemaking 
approaches.

Good land use planning and placemaking made a positive contribution to people’s and communities’ 
abilities to cope with the pandemic and lockdown restrictions.  However, there is a danger that once the 
pandemic eases and patterns of behaviour and policies that were in place before the pandemic start to 
re-establish themselves any health and well-being gain would be reduced, for example reduced physical 
activity levels or increased obesity and alcohol consumption, would become part of the ‘new normal’ of 
a post pandemic world. A Public Health Wales public engagement survey conducted mid 2020 illustrated 
some behaviour changes amongst the population (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2020):

 z Those in the most affluent areas were more likely to have increased time spent outdoors and 
exercising during COVID-19 restrictions.

 z Younger adults were consuming more alcohol during lockdown, watching TV and gaming more, 
but also doing more exercise.

 z Older adults were more likely to be self-isolating and be experiencing anxiety.

 
Moving forward efforts must be 
concentrated on building on the 
health gains witnessed during the 
pandemic. 

The focus can not only be about 
building back better but building 
a better, greener and fairer 
future, using the lessons learned 
during the pandemic and the 
steps that have led to positive 
changes.   
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Prior to the pandemic, reflection on progress and learning on spatial planning and health in Wales 
advised focusing on the implementation of Planning Policy Wales, for greener places, reducing 
inequalities through planning, investing time and resources in planning services and placemaking, 
increasing collaboration, and reconnecting people with planning (Future Generations Commissioner for 
Wales, 2020). These issues remain as relevant now.  Many advocate for health and well-being to drive 
policy change (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2020) (Welsh Government, 2020a) (Public 
Health England , 2020b) with placemaking being a useful approach (Design Commission for Wales, 2020) 
(Public Health England, 2021) and health impact assessment a useful tool to support such changes.  

There has been a wealth of evidence and examples of good practice published both before and during 
the pandemic which supports the spatial planning systems role in facilitating or diminishing health, 
well-being and health inequalities but there is now an urgent need to move to more action orientated 
approaches to healthy spatial planning. Some key themes and actions are at the core of healthy and 
inclusive planning. 

The pandemic is still ongoing and the implications of this will continue to be felt across communities for 
some time to come. There will be more opportunities for learning from what has happened, and how 
we may best support individuals and communities to recover, though the spatial planning processes. It 
will be important to continue to monitor trends and data. There is now a window of opportunity to act 
and it has been demonstrated that effective actions can be implemented quickly and safely to address 
challenges such as the transmission of COVID-19. Therefore, it is paramount that public health and 
health care and planning systems recognise this and continue to come together to enable this and good 
practices to continue and be sustainable in the future.  
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