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Executive Summary 



With creative planning even a car 
park can include greenspace to 
provide walkways and a picnicking 
area for staff. 

The National Health Service 
(NHS) in Scotland has over 
164,000 individual staff, and 
its estate is one of the biggest 
in Europe, with over 1,500 
buildings including circa 200 
hospitals and assets worth over 
£7.2 billion. These public assets 
include greenspace in the 
immediate hospital grounds 
as well as wider parklands, 
woodlands, grasslands and 
farmlands – much of which has 
been gifted or left to the NHS in 
legacies for the benefit of NHS 
staff and patients. 

The NHS outdoor estate 
is a valuable public asset. 
Partnership working between 
the health and environment 
sectors is showing how to 
make greater use of this 
resource to improve the 
health and wellbeing of staff, 
patients, visitors and the wider 
community. 

 THE NHS GREENSPACE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

In 2012, the NHS Greenspace Demonstration Project was 
established to show how improvements to these outdoor 
spaces around existing and new hospitals and health centres 
could be delivered in practice; and to assess the benefits of this 
investment for health and wellbeing, biodiversity and climate 
change. The project was led by the Green Exercise Partnership 
(the Partnership) comprising Scottish Forestry (formerly 
Forestry Commission Scotland); Scottish Natural Heritage; 
NHS National Services Scotland and NHS Health Scotland. 

With £3 million of funding from Scottish Government, 
NHSScotland Health Boards and the Green Exercise 
Partnership, greenspace interventions were delivered at  
13 sites across ten mainland Health Boards with other sites 
identified for future implementation by NHS Shetland and 
NHS National Services Scotland. The Partnership also provided 
assistance to each Health Board to undertake landscape 
assessments, appraisals and ’master planning’ of the estate to 
develop priorities for future greenspace improvements across 
one or more of their sites.
 



Overall, the NHS Greenspace Demonstration Project has 
shown how the contribution of greenspace assets to health 
and wellbeing, biodiversity and climate can be better realised 
through both large scale improvements as well as simple and 
small scale changes. The physical and behavioural changes 
which have been delivered have the potential to generate a 
wide range of benefits for people and nature including:

•  Improved health and wellbeing through increased 

awareness and use by staff, patients, visitors and 

communities of the greenspace resource; 

•  Woodland planting, natural flood management 

and energy savings through changes to the 

microclimate and design of buildings contributing 

to NHS action on climate change;

•  Increased area of habitat and appropriate species 

selection and management, improving the 

biodiversity value of the NHS estate;

•  Improved active travel opportunities for 

pedestrians and cyclists; and

•  Better communication and working between 

directorates, within NHS teams and between the 

NHS and other Scottish Government portfolios.

The unusual summerhouse makes
a great space for community and
arts events as well as a greenhouse. 

Blue and greenspace for health 
and wellbeing at Forth Valley Royal 
Hospital highlighting the scale of 
NHS outdoor estate. 

Considerable progress has been made with a range of 
inspiring projects across a diversity of health and care settings 
delivered by each of the health boards. In total, greenspace 
improvements have been delivered across 87 hectares of the 
NHS estate including: 

•  46 hectares of woodland brought back into 

sustainable management;

•  11,000 trees planted in woods and along 

walkways and parklands;

•  4 therapeutic gardens created;

•  1.4 hectares of wildflower meadow created;

•  20km of new / upgraded paths;

•  3.2km of all abilities trails created;

•  50 new seating and rest areas; and

•  Interpretation panels, site maps and walking 

leaflets produced.

Surveys of NHSScotland staff before and after the greenspace 
interventions have recorded growth in the awareness of, and 
value placed on, greenspace. There has been an estimated 
10% increase in use of the greenspace by staff at some of the 
sites with activities taking place including recreation, walking 
meetings, active travel, volunteering, and treatment and 
recovery programmes. Such an increase clearly shows the 
potential for this intervention to increase physical activity levels 
and improve wellbeing across this workforce.



However, to realise these benefits more fully, a step change in 
the management and use of greenspace on the NHS estate is 
now required through:

1.  Increased recognition of the important 

contribution that greenspace makes to health, 

biodiversity and climate change agendas for 

NHSScotland across a range of health and social 

care settings; 

2.  Better planning and use of greenspaces and green 

networks through a master planning approach 

that connects people and places within – and to 

– NHSScotland sites; 

3.  Building in new or improved greenspace at the 

outset of the procurement and planning of new 

facilities or the refurbishment of existing facilities;

4.  Managing the assets in ways which support and 

encourage use for health and wellbeing, and also 

contribute to action on biodiversity and climate 

change; 

5.  Promoting the use of NHS greenspace in clinical 

interventions with a range of recovery and 

treatment programmes delivered by healthcare 

professionals and third sector groups; and 

6.  Linking greenspace, active travel and art strategies 

to provide more opportunities to engage with 

staff, patients and community to influence the 

design and increase the use of greenspace.

 THE NHS GREENSPACE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

Greenspace encourages biodiversity. 

Gartnavel Hospital – before 
and after improvements. Trees 
and shrubs have been planted 
to create a more welcoming 
approach to the hospital. 
This is beneficial to visitors 
and patients, improving their 
experience and bringing proven 
health and recovery benefits. 



 THE NHS GREENSPACE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

The GREEN EXERCISE PARTNERSHIP is a  
joint venture between Scottish Forestry 
(formerly Forestry Commission Scotland), 
Scottish Natural Heritage, NHS National 
Services Scotland and NHS Health Scotland. 
The Partnership aims to build links between 
the health and environment sectors, 
following growing evidence that public 
health can be improved by getting people 
engaged with the natural environment. 
Through its GREENING THE NHS ESTATE 
programme, the Partnership aims to 
establish at least one project in each of the 
eleven mainland Area Health Boards to 
show the health benefits that flow from 
positive investment in and management of 
the NHS estate – the greenspace around 
hospitals and healthcare centres.

The NHS Greenspace Demonstration Project has clearly shown 
the potential of greenspace in realising a range of cost effective 
benefits for people and nature. It has also raised awareness of 
its extent and value amongst a range of NHSScotland staff who 
currently plan, manage or use it. In doing so, it has demonstrated 
how this asset could contribute better to realising a 21st century 
approach to the planning and management of the NHS estate 
that we should now aspire to in Scotland.

Achieving longer term success will require a whole system 
approach to NHS greenspace which better links environment, 
health and other sectors. A clear organisational lead and 
champion within NHSScotland for this agenda at the national 
level as well as within each Health Board is also required. New 
models of funding and management may also be needed to 
provide a clear and sustained commitment to this agenda and 
mainstream sustainability more generally into healthcare.

Trees and shrubs at Eastwood Health 
and Community Care Centre are 
beneficial to biodiversity.



 THE NHS GREENSPACE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

For more information about the NHS Greenspace 
Demonstration Project or the Green Exercise 
Partnership, see www.naturalhealthservice.scot  
or contact:

Kevin Lafferty

Access, Health & Recreation Policy Advisor

Scottish Forestry

Silvan House

231 Corstorphine Road

Edinburgh EH12 7AT

Office: 0131 370 5223

Mobile: 07920 595 231

E-mail: kevin.lafferty@forestry.gov.scot

Anne Lumb

Green Exercise Partnership Project Officer

Scottish Natural Heritage

Mobile: O7774 161 018

E-mail: anne.lumb@nature.scot 

E-mail: anne.lumb@nhs.net 

This post is supported by SNH and NHS-National Services 

Scotland

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•  Valuing the greenspace resource and the 
benefits its delivers for health, biodiversity 
and climate.

•  Establishing clear leadership at all levels 
and across departments to establish a 
vision and plan for NHS estate.

•  Embedding greenspace into the planning, 
management and procurement processes.

•  Integrating simple greenspace 
interventions into buildings, courtyards 
and car parks in the most restricted sites.

•  Realising the potential of larger sites by 
using a master planning approach.

•  Developing and promoting the use of the 
NHS estate in clinical interventions.

•  Encouraging the active use of the NHS 
estate by staff, visitors and the local 
community.

•  Connecting the NHS estate with 
surrounding greenspace and active travel 
routes.

A PLACE BASED APPROACH WHICH CONNECTS PEOPLE, PLACES AND 
NATURE IN PRACTICE
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