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Strategic Alignment
Regional Performance Objec�ves (RPOS):

• RPO 20: The amenity, community connec�on and recrea�on 
values of wetlands are be�er understood. Performance 
objec�ves are developed to enhance these values.

• RPO21: The mul�ple benefits of waterways investment are 
tracked and understood.

Key Research Areas: 

• Liveability, community engagement, and social research: 
Defining public health and wellbeing benefits of waterway, 
stormwater and urban cooling programs to support 
investment decisions.

• Liveability, community engagement, and social research: 
Understanding demographics, preferences, values and 
water awareness of our customers to inform waterway 
works planning and delivery.

Summary
Through a combina�on of desktop analysis of human movement 
data and online ques�onnaires, this project sought to 
understand how COVID-19 restric�ons changed community 
awareness of and engagement with Melbourne’s waterways and 
other blue spaces. There is a growing body of evidence for �me 
spent in natural outdoor environments having posi�ve impacts 
on physical and mental health and well-being as well as social 
cohesion (Wolf and Wohlfart 2014, Dadvand et al. 2016, 
Nieuwenhuijsen et al. 2017). Most studies in this field have 
focused on health benefits of green spaces in the urban 
environment (trees, grass, forests, parks, etc), however, a recent 
review of blue spaces (rivers, estuaries, wetlands, bays etc) also 
iden�fied a posi�ve associa�on between greater exposure to 
blue spaces and benefits to mental health and well-being and 
increased levels of physical ac�vity (Gascon et al. 2017). 

In recogni�on of this, numerous planning strategies advocate for 
the accessibility of natural environments in urban se�ngs for 
health outcomes (see, for example, City of Melbourne 2012, 
DHHS 2019). Melbourne Water, together with its stakeholders, 
recognises that its waterways, wetlands and estuaries are 
important for well-being. In response, they manage these blue 
spaces for their social values as well environmental values. The 
2018 Healthy Waterways Strategy groups the values that people 
experience whilst visi�ng blue spaces into three types:

• Amenity – blue spaces are places where people can go to 
relax, escape normal life and the busy urban landscape, 
appreciate nature and feel be�er through a variety of mul�-

sensory experiences. They also influence micro-climate, for 
example by providing shade and temperature modera�on.

• Recrea�on – blue spaces provide se�ngs and opportuni�es 
for people to pursue ac�ve and/or passive ac�vi�es.

• Community connec�on – blue spaces provide se�ngs for 
social interac�ons, learn from the environment, engage with 
art and culture and significant places.

The restric�ons imposed on the residents of metropolitan 
Melbourne in 2020 and 2021 to contain the spread of 
coronavirus COVID-19 dras�cally changed where and how, 
individuals engaged with the city and its elements. In terms of 
blue spaces, the 2020 Community Percep�ons Survey 
(Melbourne Water 2020) found that around? 30% of survey 
par�cipants reported visi�ng their local waterways less 
frequently since the first Stage 3 restric�ons were introduced; 
this increased to 42% in the first weeks of Stage 4 restric�ons. It 
is par�ally consistent with Google’s COVID-19 Community 
Mobility Reports, which show variable increases and decreases 
in the number of visits to public open spaces around Melbourne, 
depending on local government area (Google 2020). However, 
the results of the Community Percep�ons Survey are at odds 
with an analysis of geo-located digital data (i.e mobile phone 
loca�on informa�on), which reported a 112% increase in 
engagement with local natural spaces in Melbourne between 
February 2020 and May 2020 (Neighbourly�cs 2020), together 
with informal observa�ons made by the project team and other 
colleagues, who have consistently noted increased numbers of 
visitors to the waterways they personally engage with.

Recommenda�ons:
• Blue and green public open spaces were already recognised 

as an important element of Melbourne’s liveability but 
became even more important during the COVID-19 
restric�ons. Their value will con�nue to increase as our city 
becomes denser.  It is recommended that Melbourne Water 
and its stakeholders look for opportuni�es to increase 
access to blue and green spaces, par�cularly to address 
inequity in parts of Melbourne with propor�onally low 
public open space.

• Li�er and safety were the most recurrent issues reported by 
survey respondents.  With regards to safety, respondents 
frequently men�oned concerns around shared pedestrian 
and cycling paths.  It is recommended that Melbourne 
Water and its stakeholders con�nue their efforts to improve 
li�er management and consider ways to improve the safe 
use of shared spaces. 

• Encouraging people to increase the �me spent in blue and 
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green spaces and foster nature nature are likely to result in 
greater health and wellbeing benefits, as well as pro-
environmental behaviours that may lead to broader societal 
benefits. It is recommended that Melbourne Water and its 
stakeholders consider ways to encourage people to increase 
the �me spent in natural outdoor spaces.

• People use blue and green spaces for a wide variety of 
reasons and there are some�mes tensions between 
different uses, as well as tensions between the 
environmental and social value of these spaces. It is 
recommended that Melbourne Water and its stakeholders 
think about how to balance environmental and social values, 
as well as different types of uses, and where to priori�se 
one over the other(s). 

What did we do?
An online survey was conducted of Melbourne residents over 
the period November 2020 – January 2021 i.e. immediately 
following the easing of the second COVID-19 lockdown.  The 
survey was hosted on the Qualtrics pla�orm and par�cipants 
were recruited through our university, professional and social 
networks.  A total of 360 survey responses were received. 

The purpose of the survey was to extend on the findings of the 
2020 Community Percep�ons Survey (Melbourne Water 2020) 
and ask more targeted ques�ons about how the use and 
awareness of local blue spaces had changed during the COVID-19 
restric�ons. It also sought to understand why people engaged 
more or less, with blue spaces during the restric�ons, how the 
use of blue spaces benefited people and the nature of 
engagement with blue spaces that par�cipants might be 
expected to have once restric�ons eased and/or removed 
altogether. 

What did we find?
The residents of Melbourne are more aware of and have a 
greater apprecia�on for their local blue and green spaces as a 
result of the COVID-19 restric�ons.  They feel more connected to 
their local place and community and increasingly recognise that 
spending �me in nature is beneficial for their physical and 
mental health.

The majority (80%) of survey respondents said they spent more 
�me in blue and green spaces as a result of the COVID-19 
restric�ons.  Visits to blue and green spaces were  frequent, with 
“daily” or “several �mes a week” the most commonly selected 
categories (Figure 1).

The five most common reasons for using public open spaces 
during the COVID-19 restric�ons were the same across blue and 
green spaces (Figure 2).  More than half of respondents (55%) 
said that their reasons for using blue and green spaces had 
changed as a result of the COVID-19 restric�ons.  Commonly 
reported reasons for this change included: it was the only way to 
(1) see friends and family, (2) escape the house and break up the 
monotony, and (3) exercise while gyms and formal sport was 
absent, (4) there was nothing else to do, and (5) adults needed a 
way to occupy children.

The words used to describe how par�cipants felt a�er their last 
visit to a green or blue space were overwhelmingly posi�ve 
(Figure 3).  Consistent with this, 89% of respondents said they 
had a stronger apprecia�on for blue and green spaces as a result 
of the COVID-19 restric�ons.  Many respondents par�cularly 
appreciated having blue and green spaces in close proximity to 
their homes while others noted the lack or poor quality of blue 
and green spaces within their local area compared to the blue 
and green spaces they visited prior to the COVID-19 restric�ons. 

Figure 1. Reported frequency of visits to blue and green spaces during the COVID-19 restric�ons
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Respondents were divided in their thoughts about their use of 
blue and green spaces once the COVID-19 restric�ons were 
li�ed.  Some (36-40%) thought they would use them less as their 
lives became busier and/or they were able to do other things.  In 
contrast, others (27-31%) felt they had formed firm connec�ons 
with their local blue and green spaces and habits that would 
con�nue beyond the lockdowns.

The most common sugges�ons by survey par�cipants for 
increasing the value of blue and green public open spaces were:

• Increasing the extent of vegeta�on, par�cularly tree canopy 
cover for shade and habitat  

• Providing informa�on about plants, animals, cultural values 
and management ac�vi�es

• Increasing the extent and quality of enjoyment facili�es, 
especially toilets, bins and shaded sea�ng

• Providing more community events, including opportuni�es 
for communi�es to be involved in management ac�vi�es 
e.g. clean up days

These sugges�ons support the Healthy Waterways Strategy’s 
performance objec�ves to increase vegeta�on cover and access 
to and along waterways, and highlight an opportunity to extend 
these objec�ves to strengthen connec�on to place through 
educa�on and community facili�es.  

The results of this research also confirm and strengthen 
rela�onships between environment condi�ons and experiences 
in the HWS Conceptual Models for the Social Value of 
Waterways.  

Future direc�on and Knowledge gaps
Whilst surveys are valuable for understanding rela�onships 
between respondent characteris�cs and a�tudes, their 

reliability can be limited by the degree to which they are 
representa�ve of the broader popula�on. Future research could 
seek to complement the findings of this survey by quan�fying 
the number of visits to blue spaces and length of �me spent 
there using resident-generated data – comparing visita�on 
during and a�er the COVID-19 restric�ons.  This would enable us 
to be�er understand the importance of blue and green spaces 
during the restric�ons as well as assess if and how visitor 
numbers have changed post-lockdown compared to before and 
during the pandemic.  There might also be value in inves�ga�ng 
spa�al variability in the use of blue and green spaces across 
Greater Melbourne and using socio-demographic informa�on to 
try to explain any varia�ons found.

How are we sharing findings?
• Technical Report: 23.9 Community engagement with public 

blue and green spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic: A 
case study of Melbourne. Belinda Ha�, Peter Bach, Megan 
Farrelly and Stephanie Lavau.

• Hatt, B., P. Bach, R. Coleman, M. Farrelly and S. Lavau (2023). 
The benefits of urban blue and green spaces during a 
pandemic: a case study of Melbourne. 6th Symposium on 
Urbanization and Stream Ecology. Brisbane, Australia.
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Figure 2. Top five reasons for using blue and green spaces during the COVID-19 restric�ons
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For more details on the research outcomes of this project,
 or other projects of the MWRPP, please contact:

Rhys Coleman
Waterways & Wetlands Research Manager (Applied Research) 

rhys.coleman@melbournewater.com.au

Slobodanka Stojkovic
Knowledge Broker, Waterways & Wetlands Research 
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