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Executive Summary
This research document has been produced for the attention of Belfast City Council (BCC) by Lauren
Coulter. BCC commissioned this research paper to investigate how blue spaces, particularly rivers can
be better managed and assessed in order to improve health and wellbeing. A desk-based literature
review and policy analysis critically analysed relevant benefits and challenges of blue infrastructure
projects. In addition, a case study on the Lagan Towpath, a survey and interviews were conducted to
gain local and professional perspectives. These research methods presented a comprehensive
investigation of the Lagan Towpath whilst also highlighting future challenges and recommendations
which can be applied by BCC.
The literature review includes two themes: the benefits of blue spaces; and the challenges with blue
spaces. Numerous findings support that blue spaces provide health and wellbeing benefits, however,
recognise that this is dependent on the quality and access to the space. A large challenge to achieve
quality and access is the lack of research and assessment tools being used. Each of the findings are
supported with a good practice example, such as a towpath regeneration in Welshpool, England saw
a 62% in users believing that their physical and mental health had improved as a result.
The planning policy review assessed from a regional to a BCC level, how planning values blue spaces.
The policy included the RDS, SPPS, Belfast Agenda, Belfast LDP, Belfast Green and Blue Infrastructure
Plan, and the Lagan Valley Regional Park Five Year Plan. This review concluded that current policy is
increasing its appreciation of blue spaces, however, NI is still very much behind the other UK
jurisdictions with potential for planning to play a bigger role in how blue spaces are managed.
The case study analysis investigated the historical and cultural significance of the Lagan Towpath.
Findings stated that parts of the towpath were built over with a motorway, which further emphasised
the need for greater appreciation of blue spaces in Northern Ireland. This led onto carrying out a
survey called the BlueHealth Community Level Survey which assessed the quality, accessibility, user
health and wellbeing and living conditions. Based off the key findings a typical user of the Lagan
Towpath was produced highlighting that users typically live within 1-3 miles, they walk to the towpath,
have a private garden, have good health, visited on their own, spent more than 1 hour at the towpath,
are aged between 41-56, and are in paid employment. All of this was significant as it provided evidence
and supported literature review findings that people who live closer to these kinds of spaces tend to
have good health.
The interviews were conducted with a range of professional stakeholders, and findings revealed that
NI has huge opportunities to improve its blue spaces. However, there are many challenges which exist
such as property rights, accessibility, and lack of appreciation. For example, property rights findings
stated that typically people have been allowed to build right up to the edge of the river, which has
caused issues for the future regeneration of riverside walkways, specifically the Connswater
Community Greenway.
Overall, this research proved that blue spaces have the ability to provide health and wellbeing
benefits, however, significant challenges and opportunities for future planning and management exist.
Therefore, six recommendations were produced based off the triangulation of data from each of the
research methods. These included: the development of permissive paths across NI, the use of the
health impact assessment for all future developments, encouraging greater public appreciation of
river walkways, increased research into blue space benefits, co-design with the community for future
riverside walkways, and greater council appreciation and use of the BlueHealth community level
survey.
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1.0 Introduction
‘Blue spaces’ constitute not just coastal areas such as harbours, ports, beaches and cliffs, but also
inland lakes, canals, rivers, fountains, and pools. Globally, around 773,000 km² of the Earth’s surface
is composed of rivers and streams (Williams, 2018). This is significant, as rivers form one of Earth’s
most important systems. For example, providing fertile floodplains for agriculture, and providing
habitats for many of Earth’s organisms (National Geographic, 2021). In addition, health and wellbeing
impacts of river walkways are increasingly recognised, not least in the context of COVID-19.
This research seeks to generate a deeper understanding into the health benefits from river walkways.
There is evidence to suggest that having access to blue spaces such as river walkways help to improve
a user’s general health (Wheaton et al., 2019). However, key authors such as Gascon et al. (2017), and
White et al. (2020) have emphasised the need for a more synthesised research approach to
undertaking future research due to the high levels of heterogenous results. Additional motivation for
carrying out this research is due to the increased demand for river walkways during COVID-19 whereby
people are recognising the importance of using and accessing these spaces (Vert, 2020). Therefore,
researching this topic during these unprecedented times will become of increasing value for future
planning practice of river regeneration schemes.
In Northern Ireland (NI) there is increased recognition of the role of planning in securing positive
health and wellbeing benefits from blue spaces. This is demonstrated in the creation of NI’s first Green
Infrastructure (GI) Plan by Derry City and Strabane District Council (DCSDC) which aims to improve
sustainability through good design and planning of GI. This plan is focused on GI, and in comparison,
there is little focus on blue spaces throughout, despite the large number of designated sites consisting
of blue spaces in the council area, such as the River Foyle, River Faughan, and Lough Corr (DCSDC,
2018). In comparison, Belfast City Council’s (BCC) ‘Belfast Green and Blue Infrastructure Plan 2020’ is
more inclusive of both green and blue spaces and has a dedicated section on greenway routes,
including the Lagan Towpath. BCC recognises their responsibility for land-use planning in improving
the network and quality of greenways along rivers to improve health and wellbeing through improved
fitness and air quality (BCC, 2019). The development of these plans has led to a £2.8 million package
for greenway projects in NI which will be used to improve the quality of these spaces (DfI, 2020). This
funding is to be used for six greenway projects including the Lagan Towpath Gateway.
Critically, there are several barriers planning faces in improving the quality of blue spaces. For
example, ‘Exercise – Explore – Enjoy: A Strategic Plan for Greenways 2016’ was developed to
complement the design and construction of 1,000km of river greenway across NI. However, four years
later and there has been little or no progress for the greenways specific to this plan. This is due to the
lack of prioritisation of resources from the NI Assembly and Department for Infrastructure, resulting
in delays for planning to improve the quality of these blue spaces (NI Greenways, 2020).
Overall, despite increasing public and political support, funding, and a growing recognition of the
importance and significance of blue spaces for health and wellbeing, NI has been slow to acknowledge
the potential offered through riverside walkways. This presents concerns regarding the future
planning, management, and regeneration of these areas.
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1.1 Aims and Objectives.
The overarching aim of this research is:
“to critically explore how the accessibility and quality of river walkways in Northern Ireland impact
health and wellbeing, with a case study of the Lagan Towpath”.

To achieve this overarching aim, the following objectives are put forward:
1.
2.
3.
4.

To explore the relationship between blue spaces, and health and well-being.
To examine international assessment tools in determining the quality of blue spaces.
To understand the perspectives and needs of the Lagan Towpath.
To critically examine professional perspectives of the planning and management of river
walkways in NI.
5. To construct recommendations that inform planning practice for the future regeneration of
river walkways.

1.2 Overview of Content
In order to meet these aims and objectives the report starts with a literature review, exploring benefits
and challenges associated with blue spaces and health and well-being. This is followed by a critical
analysis of assessment tools, identifying how blue spaces can be measured. In addition, planning policy
analysis will recognise relevant policy documents in place to support blue spaces. The methodology
section outlines each of the additional data analysis methods used; case study, interview, and survey.
Each of these methods are analysed individually after the methodology, with the findings of each
method supporting recommendations and conclusion.
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2.0 Blue Spaces: a literature Review
This section provides a synopsis of a desk-based literature review of the key benefits and barriers that
users of blue spaces experience with the provision of good practice examples. In particular, there are
two key strands to this section:
•
•

Benefits of Blue Spaces,
Challenges experienced with Blue Spaces.

2.1 Benefits of Blue Spaces
Various studies around the world have found that access to natural blue spaces cause people to care
more about nature which helps promotes physical activity, in turn improving general health (see for
example, Choe et al., 2020; Wheaton et al., 2019; Garrett et al., 2016; Perchoux et al., 2015). This has
become increasingly apparent due to COVID-19, as more people have become aware about their
health and wellbeing which has emphasised the need for blue space interventions such as urban
riverside regeneration schemes (Vert, 2020).
Contrastingly, studies have stated the difficulties in distinguishing whether blue spaces encourage
physical activity, or if healthier and more active people live near natural blue spaces, particularly
riversides (Pasanen et al., 2019). With further studies stating that there are minimal findings linking
blue spaces and physical activity (Keijzer et al., 2019). A reason for this could be that there is no single
tool in determining how blue space impacts physical activity levels (Grellier et al., 2020). Therefore,
the majority of studies apply different study techniques focusing on various blue space types (inland
or coastal), or focusing on specific outcomes (physical activity, general health, or mental health) and
age groups, ultimately providing heterogenous results (White et al., 2020). This has been supported
by Gascon et al., (2017, p.1) who carried out the first systematic review of 35 studies on blue spaces
and health and well-being. They found a need for “methodological improvements” and standardised
“outcome measures” in order to enable easier comparison across studies, to reduce heterogenous
results.
Despite this limitation, there is still evidence that suggest access to blue space increases physical
activity levels (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Good Practice Example 1 on Gilford Riverside Trail (Compiled from WalkNI, 2019; and Image
source: WalkNI, 2020)
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There are many aesthetical and sensory aspects of water and its surrounding nature, with studies
stating that the activities in riverside walkways and other blue spaces can promote benefits such as
social interactions which improve human’s mental health (Vert et al., 2019; Bell et al., 2015; Finlay et
al., 2015). Further, White et al. (2020) and Nutsford et al. (2016) state that having a view of blue spaces
is one of the leading reasons for improved mental health. However, there are many challenges
surrounding this including, environmental injustices whereby properties that have a view of blue
spaces tend to be higher priced, for example a riverside apartment (Qiang et al., 2019; Volker and
Kistemann, 2011). This creates health inequalities, significantly impacting deprived areas. Therefore,
more deprived individuals who tend to have more mental health problems to begin with, do not have
the same levels of accessibility to blue spaces than more wealthy individuals. This is concerning as
evidence suggests deprived people benefit more from access to blue spaces than more affluent people
(Keijzer et al., 2019; and Choe et al., 2020).
Overall, the link between mental health benefits and blue space has been recognised (Figure 2).
However, there are still lessons to be learnt in terms of improving accessibility of blue spaces to ensure
everyone of all backgrounds can reap the benefits of this natural space.

Figure 2: Good Practice Example 2 on Welshpool, England (Compiled from Peakcock et al., 2005; and Montgomery Canal,
2020)

2.2 Challenges experienced with Blue Spaces
One of the main challenges associated with rivers is flooding and air pollution which are becoming
increasing risks to human health and well-being around the world (Gov.uk, 2020).
Nieuwenhuijsen et al. (2018) found that air pollution from ship and port related emissions and other
chemicals caused urban rivers to increase the risk of all-cause premature mortality. Moreover,
Haeffner et al. (2017) found that poorly managed and unmonitored rivers can lead to flood risk,
pollution, and waste disposal. As a result of flooding, Warsini et al. (2014) found that people
experience a loss of identity, belonging and control due to environmental change of rivers causing
solastalgia. This is significant as it highlights the importance of continued monitoring, protection, and
improvement of the quality of natural blue spaces so that humans can receive health and well-being
benefits (Rydin et al., 2012). For example, Belfast is the top area in NI as a potential flood risk with
almost 10,000 properties most at risk (BCC, 2016). However, the lack of methods to ascertain the
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quality of blue spaces creates challenges in determining how urban riverside regeneration schemes
benefit people, and therefore, how to improve these blue spaces to meet local needs remains largely
under researched (Mishra et al., 2020).
Despite this Vert et al. (2019a) determined through asking residents who use their river walkway, that
they felt the quality of a rivers water and walkway post regeneration had improved, enabling them to
take part in more physical activity. This supports that there are correlations between good quality
rivers providing health benefits. However, an evaluation report for Connswater Greenway was carried
out assessing aspects including general health. The Connswater Community Greenway (2017) report
found that self-reported general health in the area had fallen from 72.6% before construction, to
62.1% after construction. Yet, this same project has achieved its goal of protecting 1,700 properties
from flooding. Generally, through reducing the risk of flooding in an area, it reduces stress from fear
of flooding, as well as improving quality of life which enhances health and well-being (Public Health
England, 2014). Therefore, these findings produce many queries as to what questions were asked to
local residents who reported worse health after construction, how soon after completion this report
was carried out, and how close those people live to the project. These are important aspects to be
considered to reduce the risk of heterogeneity (Gascon et al., 2017).
Overall, it is evident that river flooding/erosion hugely impact on people’s health and well-being, but
to what degree regeneration projects improve this is still yet to be consistently found.

Figure 3: Good Practice Example 3 on Cheonggyecheon Stream, South Korea (Compiled from Shafray and Kim, 2017; and
Image source Kim and Jung, 2019)

Another challenge is the lack of blue space research to determine the living distance and accessibility
factors to allow people to gain the greatest health and wellbeing benefits (Hooyberg et al., 2020;
Grellier et al., 2017) (Figure 3).
Accessibility to the natural environment such as rivers has been a huge concern for people during
COVID-19 (Gray and Kellas, 2020). Therefore, not having this access during lockdown can lead to issues
of isolation and lack of exercise. In addition, the living distance from blue spaces to reap the largest
benefits is uncertain. For example, White et al. (2013) found that living within 5km of the coast can
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improve health and wellbeing, which is countered by Pearson et al. (2019) who found that living closer
to an inland lake was associated with higher hospitalisations. Similarly, Gascon et al. (2015) found no
health benefits of living within 1-3km of the coast. These findings suggest numerous inconsistent
studies on blue spaces. For example, studies have looked into the living distances from the coast
however, there is little evidence to consider that these blue spaces are similar quality, and
accessibility. This is supported by Haeffner et al. (2017) who recognised that blue space literature is
sparse, with rivers particularly remaining understudied.
This sparse blue space literature is further experienced, with difficulty in ascertaining if the benefits
from blue or green infrastructure is different. Pasanen et al. (2015) expressed concern over whether
individuals are benefitting from the GI that blue spaces are surrounded by or if it is indeed the blue
infrastructure that improves people’s health and well-being.
Overall, there are an emerging amount of blue space studies, however, the different research
characteristics presents issues with heterogenous results, making future research comparison
challenging.

Figure 4: Good Practice Example 4 on Regents Canal, London (Compiled from White, 2019)

Lastly, limited access to quality blue spaces is a key barrier (Figure 4). Within NI this is exacerbated
through a highly privatised property rights regime whereby the public are restricted to areas of public
spaces (NetRegs, 2021). Critically, NI has a very limited number of public walkways. This further
enhances the importance of providing these spaces particularly with COVID-19 (Macauley, 2020). The
restricted public access to natural spaces in NI is largely due to a large proportion of the population
still having close connections to farming (Harris, 2019). However, it is promising in NI that some of the
largest landowners are environmental organisations consisting of The Forestry Commission, National
Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and NI Water. Although, many of these organisations
require people to pay for access onto their land. Haeffner et al. (2017), stated that public access to
restored waterways contributes to an aesthetically pleasing experience, with river restorations one of

13

the more increasingly advocated strategies for reducing environmental injustices through access
rights, emphasising the importance of it being a free resource. More recently in NI the law on public
access to the countryside is under review to assess whether modifications can be made (Macauley,
2021). This is significant as it presents a greater appreciation of public health to allow greater physical
activity, particularly since NI has the most restricted number of public spaces within the UK (Figure 5).
Overall, within NI there is a clear gap in public access to privately owned land, to allow for the public
to reap the benefits that blue spaces provide. This provides further challenges for planners to continue
to provide natural spaces for people to carry out physical activity and social interaction.

Figure 5: Point of Comparison consisting of the Land Reform Act 2003 (Compiled from: Scottish Government, 2005)

2.3 Concluding Summary
The literature reviewed in this section has identified many benefits attributed to good quality,
accessible blue space, but there are also many challenges. One of the key challenges is that many of
the benefits are intangible, with difficulties in assessing them. The following section outlines several
existing assessment tools.
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3.0 Assessment Tools
This section provides an evaluation of five assessment tools produced by BlueHealth1. The tools are
created for planners, designers, and researchers to make comparable assessments of blue spaces
before and after proposed changes. These tools are significant for enhancing urban planning, as
together they assess people’s health and wellbeing, quality of blue environments, and how people use
blue spaces (Grellier et al., 2020).

1

BlueHealth is a European research initiative which explores linkages between blue spaces, health and wellbeing, and climate. It has merged interdisciplinary methodologies to investigate how wellbeing is possibly
fostered through developing blue infrastructure.
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3.1 Concluding Summary
Findings above show that there are a range of tools, all which have advantages and disadvantages,
with some yet to be tested, demonstrating how novel/new this area of study is. The most appropriate
tool for this research study is the BCLS, as it will help explore the relationship between blue spaces
and health and wellbeing (Objective 1) and help understand the perspectives of users of the Lagan
Towpath (Objective 3). Despite challenges being raised with gaining enough responses, there are
many platforms that can be used to make people aware of it, for example, Twitter. In addition, further
questions will be added to the BCLS which the researcher feels are appropriate for the study, providing
a contribution to knowledge. The following section explores the methodology.
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4.0 Methodology
This critically outlines the research design and key research methods used to gather, compare, and
evaluate data for this study. Ethical considerations are also detailed.

4.1 Research design
Research design helps to provide a plan of study which makes it easier to have an accurate assessment
of the research methods and data collected (Jang, 1980). Cooper and Schindler (2006, p.125) further
emphasis this, stating that research design is the proposal for the “collection, measurement and
analysis of data”.
A fundamental aspect to a successful research design, is the use of a Critical Path Method (CPM) which
produces a sequential schedule of the research (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Critical Path Method for schedule of research with key (Authors own, 2021)

Saunders et al. (2019) ‘Research Onion’ (Table 1) provides an overview of the methodological
approach undertaken for this study.
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Table 1: Methodological approach taken for research (Authors own, 2021)
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Considering the risk of researcher bias it was concluded that a mixed methods approach would be
undertaken (Figure 7). The methods selected included semi-structured interviews, the utilisation of
the BlueHealth BCLS survey, and a desk-based study comprising a literature review and planning policy
analysis.

Figure 7: Methodology of research methods (Authors own, 2021)

4.2 Literature Review and Policy Analysis
A literature review and policy analysis were used to produce knowledge and research, explored
through relevant references, literature, rhetoric, synthesis, and significance (Nakano and Muniz,
2018). The aim was to carry out exploratory work, appreciating different arguments and delivering
methodical and unbiased evaluative analysis (Hart, 1998), shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Advantages and Disadvantages of Literature Review Method (Compiled from: Easterby-Smith et al., 2012, p.109)

Throughout the literature review, a variety of desk-based sources were used to find key authors and
articles (Table 3). In order to find the sources, the following combination of keywords and string
expressions were used:
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((riverside OR river OR river regeneration OR river walkway OR towpath OR riverside regeneration)
AND (blue space OR blue infrastructure OR blue way) AND (health and well-being OR general wellbeing OR physical health OR physical activity OR social interactions OR psychological well-being) AND
(planning OR policy OR regeneration OR planning tools OR development OR sustainability)).

Table 3: Variety of sources used in Literature Review (Authors own, 2021)

4.3 Case Study Research
Qualitative case study research is valuable as it “investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth”
as stated by Yin (2014, cited by Hollweck, 2016, p.16), through capturing the complexity and
contextual conditions of the case study location.

Table 4: Advantages and Disadvantages of Case Study Research (Compiled from Krusenvik, 2017)

Three possible case studies were explored: Connswater Community Greenway, Forth Meadow
Community Greenway and the Lagan Towpath (see Appendix 1). For the purposes of this study the
Lagan Towpath was selected because of its size, current status of regeneration, and popularity.
Therefore, the research would more likely be able to get a wider range of responses and perspectives,
in order to provide more robust evidence to support recommendations.
Overall, this method is important for the research findings to determine the characteristics which
impact people’s health and wellbeing.
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4.4 BlueHealth Community Level Survey (BCLS)
In order to get direct perspectives from users of the Lagan Towpath a survey was developed based on
the BCLS (see Section 3.0).
The structured survey involves a number of closed-ended questions with multiple choice,
dichotomous and ranking answer options (Dudovskiy, 2020; and Phellas et al., 2011) (see Appendix
2). Close-ended questions were used as they can help overcome hard to record answers and that
open-ended questions lend themselves better to interviews (Hyman and Sierra, 2016). In particular,
the survey was used to enhance understandings of:
•
•
•

The different types of people who use the Lagan Towpath.
How people perceive the Lagan Towpath.
The reasons why people visit the Lagan Towpath.

Table 5 highlights some key points to be made.
Due to COVID-19, the research had to entirely
rely on the survey being produced via online
platform: Jisc. This research recognises that
COVID-19 will have caused many people to
have changed their answers to some of the
Table 5: key considerations that were considered during the
questions, however, this just further stresses
production of the survey (Authors own, 2021)
the importance of understanding how blue
spaces impact on individual’s health and wellbeing. The survey was released on 20th February 2021
until 5th March 2021. Within this time there were 204 responses.
The advantages and disadvantages of this research method are explored in Table 6.

Table 6: Advantages and Disadvantages of Surveys (Compiled from: Wright, 2017; Granello and Wheaton, 2004; and
Coughlan et al., 2008)
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4.5 Interviews
The use of interviews “allows us to enter the other person’s perspective”, which is important for
overcoming researcher bias as “we cannot observe feelings, thoughts and intentions” (Patton, 2015,
p.426). The interviews were semi-structured as this allowed for a “deeper understanding” of the
interviewee’s perspectives rather than solely relying on more structured survey style interviews
(Silverman, 2000, p.8) (Table 7).

Table 7: Advantages and Disadvantages of Interviews (Compiled from: Opdenakker, 2006; and Adams, 2015)

The following themes have been discovered throughout the literature review and policy analysis
research which helped inform the interview questions (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Key themes discovered throughout literature review and policy analysis, informing interview questions (Authors
own, 2021)
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In total six interviews were conducted with a range of stakeholders which allowed different, multidisciplinary, perspectives to be explored (Table 8). Interviewees were contacted via email and the
‘snowballing’ technique. A level of saturation was achieved (Guest et al., 2006).

Table 8: Interviewee Perspectives (Authors own, 2021)

4.6 Ethical Considerations
Ethical Approval for this study was granted by the Ethics Committee at Ulster University, Jordanstown.
For the interviews, ethical consent was obtained prior to the interviews taking place.
All interviews took place online via Zoom and permission was sought at the beginning of each
interview to record. The recordings and interview transcripts were stored on a password secure
laptop.
For the survey, the anonymous data was initially stored on the website (Jisc Online Surveys) which
required a log in of an email address and password. A second copy of the data was saved to the
interviewer’s password secured laptop which was used to commence the data analysis.

4.7 Data Analysis
Following Braun et al., (2016) (Figure 9) thematic analysis was applied to the findings of the semistructured interviews to “identify patterns of themes in the interview data”, which is particularly
significant for this explorative study (Mortensen, 2020).
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Figure 9: Thematic Analysis Process (Authors own, 2021)

4.8 Concluding Summary
This section highlights each of the research methods used throughout this report. It is clear in this
section that a range of methods have been used which will contribute to achieving the aim and
objectives and facilitated triangulation of the data. The following section details the contextualisation
and findings of the Lagan Towpath case study.
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5.0 Case Study Contextualisation
The Lagan Towpath brings users off-road along the river and canal system through numerous
wetlands, riverside meadows, and woodlands. It is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, with
numerous access points. Just some of the public parks which the Lagan Towpath leads to is the Lagan
Meadows, Belvoir Park Forest, and Clement Wilson Park. Due to its many access points which connects
it to many of Belfast’s public parks, the Lagan Towpath has been named as one of the most popular
outdoor assets in NI, reaching 1.4million users each year (Lagan Valley, 2021). This section outlines
the location of the Lagan Towpath, whilst also considering the history of its evolution.

5.1 Location
The Lagan Towpath runs for 16km from Union Locks, Lisburn to Belfast.
It passes through the Castlereagh Hills and is part of the National Cycle Network, helping to keep
people active and enjoying the eco-corridor.

Figure 10: Map of Lagan Towpath in relation to NI (NI Greenways, 2021)

N

Figure 11: Map of the Lagan Towpath from Lisburn to Belfast (Laganscape, 2011)
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5.2 History of the Lagan Towpath
The Lagan Canal dates back to the mid-18th century as part of a project to link Belfast and Lough Neagh,
to allow the towing of barges along the canal and its 17 locks (NI Greenways, 2021). However, after
1947 there was no canal traffic, and has since remained closed, resulting in the rapid deterioration.
However, in 1967 when the Lagan Valley Regional Park was set up, the restoration of the towpath was
evident (Lagan Valley, 2021).
Unfortunately, some areas of the Towpath have never experienced any restoration, and instead were
destroyed to accommodate the development of the M1 motorway. The M1 now travels over the canal
which previously connected Lisburn and Lough Neagh, indicating the lack of appreciation for blue
infrastructure during the mid-20th century.

Figure 12: Historical Map of Lagan Towpath from Lough Neagh to Belfast (Lisburn, 2009)
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Figure 13: Historical Image of Lagan Towpath towing barges
(Lagan Navigation Trust, 2019)

Figure 14: Historical Image of Lagan Towpath towing barges
(Lagan Navigation Trust, 2019)

Figure 15: Image of Lagan Towpath in present use
(Authors own, 2021)
Figure 16: Timeline of Lagan Towpath (Compiled from Lagan Valley, 2021a)
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5.3 Concluding Summary
This section highlights the history and relevant information about The Lagan Towpath. It is clear that
in this section the significant history has been a catalyst in the Towpath being the quality public
walkway that it is, however, for many years it was unmanaged and underappreciated. The following
section outlines the planning policy analysis.

33

34

6.0 Planning Policy Analysis
The policy landscape across NI has experienced significant change over the last decade, with the
publishing of the most recent Local Development Plans, community plans, and green and blue
infrastructure plans. Therefore, an analysis of planning policy documents from a regional to a local
Belfast level was carried out to assess how blue spaces are recognised within the planning sector. This
section provides an overview of the key findings of this analysis.
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6.1 Concluding Summary
Overall, both the RDS and SPPS recognise blue spaces but the emphasis is more on green spaces. At a
city level, the Belfast Agenda contains ambitions to maximise the benefit of the rivers, and the LDP
highlights the importance of the River Lagan. They all recognise the importance of blue spaces, but
some do so explicitly and some implicitly, and some support but do not back it up with actions.
As time has gone on, it is apparent that the policy documents are getting much stronger in terms of
their recognition of blue spaces as being distinct from green spaces. This has accumulated into the
Green and Blue Infrastructure Plans but both BCC and DCSDC. It acknowledges a growing policy area
with responsibility to manage and protect these spaces. However, there are still many councils which
have not adopted such a plan with inadequate policy coverage on green and blue spaces. A significant
point of comparison is the London Plan: Blue Ribbon Network (Figure 17).

Figure 17: Point of Comparison on the London Plan: Blue Ribbon Network (Compiled from London Assembly, 2011)

However, the policy context is not the same throughout the UK. The four jurisdictions have very
different policy arrangements in place, for example Wales (Figure 18).

Figure 18: Point of Comparison on the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015 (Compiled from: Future Generations
Commissioner for Wales, 2015)

Therefore, NI has made significant progress in producing plans to protect and manage green and blue
spaces. However, it is still behind other UK jurisdictions, suggesting policy improvements to be made,
such as making it a statutory requirement for each council to produce a Green and Blue Infrastructure
Plan. The following section explores the survey analysis.
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7.0 Survey Analysis
This section of the report provides critical analysis of the survey findings. Of the 204 respondents, 185
responses stated they have used the Lagan Towpath in the last 4 weeks. Therefore, the 19 respondents
who completed the survey but have not used the Lagan Towpath were removed. See Appendix 2 for
the full survey. Each question and the responses are split into five themes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Living conditions/Quality of Life,
Access,
Activities,
Perception of the quality of the area,
Respondents’ health and wellbeing.

7.1 Living Conditions/Quality of life
The survey required respondents the answer questions based on their current living conditions/quality
of life.
Do you have a dog?

Figure 19: Survey question 'Do you have a dog?' (Authors own, 2021)

What is your age range?

Figure 20: Survey Question 'What is your age range?' (Authors own, 2021)

Which of the following best applies to you?

Figure 21: Survey question 'Which of the following best applies to you?' (Authors own, 2021)

39

How many of these are children aged under 16?

Figure 22: Survey question 'How many of these are children aged under 16?' (Authors own, 2021)

Which of these descriptions best describes your situation (in the last 7 days)?

Figure 23: Survey question 'Which of these descriptions best describes your situation?' (Authors own, 2021)

Do you belong to a minority ethnic group in Northern Ireland?

Figure 24: Survey question 'Do you belong to a minority ethnic group in NI?' (Authors own, 2021)
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Which of the following best describes your marital status?

Figure 25: Survey question 'Which of the following best describes your marital status?' (Authors own, 2021)

Which of the following best describes your household’s total annual income after tax and
compulsory deductions, from all sources? If you do not know the exact figure, please give an
estimate.

Figure 26: Survey question 'Which of the following best describes your household's total annual income after tax and
compulsory deductions, from all sources?' (Authors own, 2021)

The typical profile of a user of the Lagan Towpath in accordance with findings of the survey (Figures
19-26) are majority aged 41-65, in paid work, have access to a private garden, with a household
income of £58,620 or more. This is significant as Keijzer et al. (2019) found that more deprived people
benefit more from access to blue spaces than affluent people, yet the majority of people using the
Lagan Towpath are affluent. Based on the age range, a reason for a lack of older people using the
Lagan Towpath could be the lack of public amenities (see Figure 42) especially since older age groups
rely on these facilities more than young age groups.
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7.2 Access
These questions encouraged the respondents to think about the accessibility of the Lagan Towpath.

In the last 12 months, how often on average, have you spent your leisure time at blue spaces?

Figure 27: Survey question 'In the last 12 months, how often on average, have you spent your leisure time at blue spaces?'
(Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 27 the most common answer was ‘several times a week’ (47%), and the least common answer
was ‘not in the last 12 months’ (0%). This is significant as it highlights the desire for people to use blue
spaces, consistent with Section 6.0, whereby BCC ‘Blue and Green Infrastructure Plan’ has emphasised
the opportunities of different activities that can be carried out at blue spaces.
However, there were many responses comments stating barriers in them accessing such blue spaces,
such as:
“unfortunately, COVID-19 restrictions (and not having a car) has kept me from the Lagan Towpath.
Prior to all this I was up there 3-4 times a week”
“I was a regular to the Lagan Towpath, but over this last 12 months I’ve avoided it as there are too
many people who won’t share the path, keep left or walk in a single file. I now run-on main roads
with traffic fumes, just to avoid the crowds!”

In the last 4 weeks, approximately how many times have you visited the Lagan Towpath?

Figure 28: Survey question 'In the last 4 weeks, approx. how many times have you visited the Lagan Towpath?' (Authors
own, 2021)
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In Figure 28, almost half of respondents use the Lagan Towpath ‘several times a week’ (41.3%).
Overall, 67.9% of respondents use the Lagan Towpath at least once a week. This indicates that for the
people who do use the Lagan Towpath, they use it consistently. Therefore, it is important to
understand the reasons why, such as living distance, which is discovered in the next question.

Approximately, how far do you live from the nearest access point to the Lagan Towpath?

Figure 29: Survey question 'Approx. how far do you live from the nearest access point to the Lagan Towpath?' (Authors
own, 2021)

Figure 29 findings suggest that only 38.1% of respondents live within 1 mile, with the largest share of
responses (44.2%) living 1-3 miles from the Towpath. This is significant as Gascon et al. (2015) states
that living within 1km is better for people to reap the benefits (see Section 2.0). However, since the
majority of respondents live between 1-3 miles, it could suggest that people who live closer do not
appreciate what is on their doorstep, do not like to use this type of public space, or alternatively they
might prefer other nearby blue/green spaces. This issue will be explored in the following question.

How did you access the Lagan Towpath?

Figure 30: Survey question 'How did you access the Lagan Towpath?’ (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 30 the majority of respondents use non-motorised transport options to access the Lagan
Towpath, with 45.3% waking and 21% cycling. This emphasises the importance of having access to
blue spaces close to home to encourage sustainable methods of transport. To further support this,
there needs to be more cycle friendly infrastructure on the Towpath, such as bike pump stations at
numerous access points.
A reason why walking was the top answer could be due to many of the Lagan Towpath access points
being beside residential areas, making walking easier and more convenient than the car. It is also
important to note that the high amount of people using the private car, could be largely a result of
COVID-19 with few people wanting to use public transport, consistent with only 1 respondent using
public transport. It further stresses the need for ensuring all households live within a maximum of
3miles to green/blue spaces to make sure that users travel through more sustainable means.
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7.3 Activities
These questions required respondents to state the activities they did whist on their most recent visit,
considering who was on their trip and how long their trip was.

Approximately, how much time did you spend at the Lagan Towpath?

Figure 31: Survey question 'Approx. how much time did you spend at the Lagan Towpath?' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 31, the majority of respondents spent more than 60 minutes (44.6%) using the Towpath,
with only 2.3% spending less than 15 minutes. This illustrates that it is a large part of people’s day,
and that they enjoy spending a lot of time here, and therefore is worth investing in. This emulates
Rydin et al. (2012) argument in relation to the importance placed of continued improvement of blue
spaces (see Section 2.0).
On this visit which of these activities, if any, was the main activity you did?

Figure 32: Survey question 'On this visit which of these activities, if any, was the main activity you did?' (Authors own, 2021)
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In Figure 32, the types of activities which the majority of respondents did on their visit involved some
form of physical exercise, such as walking, running, and cycling. The largest response was ‘walking
without a dog’ at 45.3%.
In comparison, no water-based activities were taking place such as, boating. Therefore, this presents
an opportunity once many of the regeneration projects along the canal are finished for more water
sports.
In addition, the number of people doing conservation activities such as litter picking was only 0.6%.
This means that despite the number of people that use/appreciate/value the Towpath, very few are
putting anything into the Towpath themselves. This suggests a lack of local stewardship and
community management of the Towpath.

How many adults aged 16 and over, including yourself, were on this visit?

Figure 33: Survey question 'How many adults aged 16 and over, including yourself, were on this visit?' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 33 the majority of respondents either use the Lagan Towpath own their own (47.2%) or with
one additional person (44.9%). However, these results could be due to COVID-19 whereby lockdown
restrictions limit the number of people one can meet outside.
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How many children aged under 16 were on this visit?

Figure 34: Survey question 'How many children aged under 16 were on this visit?' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 34, 82% of respondents did not have children on their visit, and only 17.9% of respondents
did. This could suggest a lack of safe crossing points at different access points, making people more
wary to bring their children. This was emphasised by one respondent stating:
“Also, there is no safe crossing point over that [Blaris Road] busy road which is difficult when crossing
with children”.
This also suggests a lack of children’s activities, highlighting the need for more interactive activities to
take part in whilst on the Lagan Towpath. Therefore, more families who live close to the Towpath are
more likely to use it, instead of visiting a park which is further away.

7.4 Perception of the quality of the area
These questions encouraged the respondents to think about the quality of the Lagan Towpath.

Overall, how would you describe the quality of this location?

Figure 35: Survey question 'Overall, how would you describe the quality of this location?' (Authors own, 2021)

Following Vert et al. (2019a), determining the perceived quality of the Lagan Towpath was critical to
understanding the extent to which it affected peoples use of the space or not. In Figure 35 a total of
89.5% described the Lagan Towpath to be of ‘good’ or ‘very good’ quality.
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“I was satisfied with the visit”.

Figure 36: Survey question 'I was satisfied with the visit' (Authors own, 2021)

The aim of this question was to understand whether users are overall happy with their visit, which can
be due to many factors, one being the quality of the area. In Figure 36, 49.7% ‘agree’ with the
statement, suggesting people are happy visiting the Towpath.

“I felt part of nature”.

Figure 37: Survey question 'I felt part of nature' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 37, the highest number of respondents ‘agree’ (39.8%) they felt part of nature. This compares
with Wheaton et al.’s (2019) which found having access to blue spaces causes people to appreciate
nature, which in turn encourages people to use it through physical activity. Therefore, with more
people appreciating the nature of the Lagan Towpath, it suggests that they enjoy quality of the area.
However, 21.5% of respondents who only ‘slightly agree’ particularly with some stating that:
“the water quality of the Lagan does take away from the connection to nature”.
This emulates Bell et al. (2015), stating that what quality has many aesthetic benefits, which can
contribute to mental health (see Section 2.0).
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“I felt safe”.

Figure 38: Survey question 'I felt safe' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 38, around 70% either ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ that they felt safe during their visit. This
suggests that it is easy to see who is around, with plenty of other people using the area. However,
6.7% disagree with the statement suggesting that there is still more that can be done in terms of
providing an area which people of all ages feel safe, which would encourage more people to use the
Lagan Towpath to reap the health benefits.

“The area was free from litter/vandalism”.

Figure 39: Survey question 'The area was free from litter/vandalism' (Authors own, 2021)

It is important to understand the levels of litter and vandalism, as this directly impacts the quality of
the area, through contamination, and destroying the aesthetical aspects of the blue and green space.
In Figure 39, the majority of respondents (30.4%) ‘agree’ that the area was free from litter/vandalism,
however, 35.8% either ‘stronger disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘slightly disagree’ with the statement. The
litter suggests that there is evidence of laziness and/or carelessness on behalf of users coupled with
lack of consequences for littering.
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“There were good facilities: footpaths”.

Figure 40: Survey question 'There were good facilities: footpaths' (Authors own, 2021)

Having good facilities helps to improve the quality of a space, if done so sensitively to the environment.

In Figure 40, the highest responses (43.6%) ‘agree’ that the Lagan Towpath has good footpaths. This
is important for ensuring all people can reap the benefits such as disabled people. However, in Section
7.5 very few respondents had a mobility difficulty, which could also suggest that disabled people do
not feel accommodated for, such as the narrow paths expressed below.
However, 28.6% of respondents who either ‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘slightly disagree’ with
the Towpath having good footpaths. Many of the respondents provided explanations such as:
“some parts of the upper Towpath near Lisburn are breaking up”,
“it’s a shame in many places the path is so narrow, too narrow to safely allow commuting on it by
bike and the pedestrians crowds”.
Therefore, it is evident that the quality of the path is not consistent which may cause difficulties for
those with limited mobility and also in terms of facilitating social distancing.
“There were good facilities: parking”.

Figure 41: Survey question 'There were good facilities: parking' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 41, most of the responses ‘neither agree nor disagree’ which suggests a mixture of parking
facilities, such as at Blaris Road access point there is no parking, and at Stranmillis there is parking.
The second highest response is ‘agree’ (30.9%). This suggests that people depending on the access
point can gain access as long as they have a car. However, having too much parking in specific access
points does impact the quality of the Lagan Towpath, as it can lead to air pollution and overcrowding
(particularly problematic on the narrow paths) as stated by many of the respondents whereby there
are “huge numbers using the Towpath”.
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“There were good facilities: public amenities (e.g., toilets)”.

Figure 42: Survey question 'There were good facilities: public amenities' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 42, the majority of respondents (70.9%) either ‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘slightly
disagree’ that there are public amenities such as toilets. This suggests a need for more facilities which
was expressed by a respondent:
“need a few more water taps and more toilets”.
However, the inclusion of toilet facilities could lead to anti-social behaviour, as well as developing on
a sensitive ecological corridor which could harm the environment.

“There were good facilities: seating/benches”.

Figure 43: Survey question 'There were good facilities: seating' (Authors own, 2021)

In Figure 43, the majority of respondents (44.6%) either ‘slightly agreed’ or ‘agreed’ that there are
good facilities for seating/benches. This suggests that many people have the option to watch and
appreciate the river and its surroundings, helping with relaxation/stress, which was expressed by
Hooyberg et al. (2020). It also provides a place for people to meet with others to socialise or have
lunch whilst on their walk. Having quality seating areas to socialise have been proven to improve one’s
mental health.
However, a significant 18.4% ‘neither agree nor disagree’ which could suggest that the seating
provided is not good quality or deteriorating and so few people use it. In addition, 32.4% either
‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘slightly disagree’ suggesting that along the Towpath there is not a
consistent level of seating with many users not experiencing any seating on the section they use.
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7.5 Respondents’ health and wellbeing
These questions required the respondents to state their current state of health and wellbeing. This is
important because understanding health and wellbeing will help determine the link between using
blue spaces.

“I felt happier/healthier after my visit”.

Figure 44: Survey question 'I felt happier/healthier after my visit' (Authors own, 2021)

How is your health in general?

Figure 45: Survey question 'How is your health in general?' (Authors own, 2021)

Are your day-to-day activities limited because of a health problem or disability which has lasted or
is expected to last, at least 12 months?

Figure 46: Survey question 'Are your da- to-day activities limited because of a health problem or disability which has lasted
is expected to last, at least 12 months?' (Authors own, 2021)
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Do you have any of the following conditions which have lasted, or are expected to last, at least 12
months?

Figure 47: Survey question 'Do you have any of the following condition which have lasted, or are expected to last, at least
12 months?' (Authors own, 2021)

“I have felt cheerful and in good spirits”.

Figure 48: Survey question 'I have felt cheerful and in good spirits' (Authors own, 2021)
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“I have felt calm and relaxed”.

Figure 49: Survey question 'I have felt calm and relaxed' (Authors own, 2021)

“I have felt active and vigorous”.

Figure 50: Survey question 'I have felt active and vigorous' (Authors own, 2021)

“I woke up feeling fresh and rested”.

Figure 51: Survey question 'I woke up feeling fresh and rested' (Authors own, 2021)

“My daily life has been filled with things that interest me”.

Figure 52: Survey question 'My daily life has been filled with things that interest me' (Authors own, 2021)
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During the last 7 days, on how many days have you done a total of 30 minutes or more of physical
activity, which was enough to raise your breathing rate?

Figure 53: Survey question 'During the last 7 days, on how many days have you done a total of 30 minutes or
more of physical activity, which was enough to raise your breathing rate?' (Authors own, 2021)

From Figures 44-53, the health and wellbeing theme shows that 90.2% have either ‘good’ or ‘very
good’ health in general, and zero responses had bad health. The respondents who have either good
or very good health, were more likely to agree that they felt happier after using the Towpath, with
84.5% of responses agreeing, and only 5.6% disagreeing. This is significant as it can either indicate that
healthier people use the Lagan Towpath, or that the Lagan Towpath is significantly contributing to
their health, which is consistent with the findings raised by Pasanen et al. (2019), whereby difficulties
have emerged in distinguishing whether blue spaces encourage physical activity, or if healthier and
more active people live near these spaces. In addition, this links with many studies, particularly
Wheaton et al. (2019) stating that using places such as the Lagan Towpath does cause people to be
more aware of their health, which further encourages social interactions and physical activity.
However, it is worth noting that due to COVID-19, people who have health conditions are told to avoid
leaving their house. Therefore, this could play a large factor in skewing the results to only receive
responses from people with few health problems.
Overall, findings of respondents’ health and wellbeing is significant, as it complements the work of the
Lagan Valley Regional Park Five Year Plan and the Belfast Agenda, both which referred to the
importance of blue spaces improving users’ health and wellbeing. This is further emphasised through
the qualitative responses of the survey for example:
“riverside areas and greenways are most enjoyable and relaxing when walking along them.”
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7.6 Survey Analysis Comparison
The survey has produced a variety of key results which support the findings identified in earlier
sections of this report. This section involves an additional layer of analysis by comparing and
contrasting the five key themes, which has resulted in the production of a typical Lagan Towpath user
profile (Figure 54). Some key characteristics include a typical user having good health, walking to the
Towpath, being in paid employment, and spending more than an hour visiting the Towpath.

Figure 54: Typical Lagan Towpath user profile (Authors own, 2021)
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7.7 Concluding Summary
The findings from the survey presented in this section support much of the findings from the literature
(see Section 2.0). The findings overall, present the Lagan Towpath as a relatively good quality river
walkway with the ability to support and provide areas to improve health and wellbeing of its users.
Despite some survey responses remaining very split with little ability to analyse them, the survey was
still able to explore the relationship between blue spaces and health and wellbeing (Objective 1) and
understand the perspectives of users of the Lagan Towpath (Objective 3). The following section
explores the interview analysis.
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8.0 Interview Analysis
This section critically explores insights and interpretations of the interviewees around four broad
themes and sub-themes.
Interviews were conducted during March 2021, all of which were carried out online over Zoom due to
COVID-19. The interview questions can be found in Appendix 3.

Table 9: Interviewee Perspectives (Authors own, 2021)

8.1 Blue space benefits
The general consensus across all interviewees was that blue spaces, such as river walkways do lead to
improved health and wellbeing for users, with each interviewee referring to mental and physical
health benefits.

8.11 Mental Health
Improvement to mental health was acknowledged by all interviewees as being a key benefit of blue
space. For example, Interviewee 3 described that mental health benefits can simply be achieved from
peoples “sense of engagement and curiosity…with it being evident that serotonin levels and levels of
joy are in no question impacted by people’s experiences of blue spaces”. Further to this, Interviewee 6
referred to how even those with limited ability to do physical activity can “have that connection to
nature in an urban environment which can be very beneficial to mental health”. Recognising the
potential for improved mental health with the provision of quality blue spaces is of particular
significance since urban environments experience lower amounts of natural spaces compared to rural
areas. Therefore, ensuring there are natural areas in towns and cities will mean “a larger number of
residents…will have something aesthetically pleasing to look at and value”.
Drawing on their involvement in a study into the high suicide rates of people living beside the Westlink
Interviewee 2 stated, “all you can see around you is concrete, tarmac, noise, fumes and it is an assault
on the senses from every direction”. Their study further stresses the need for nature to be easily
accessible to provide people with a sense of relaxation. These findings reflect the work of Vert et al.
(2019); Bell et al. (2015), and Finlay et al. (2015) who emphasised the sensory aspects of blue spaces
which can promote benefits such as social interactions and improved mental health.
However, Interviewee 4 and 5 recognised that NI are still very far behind in recognising blue ways and
river walkways. Comparison was made with London and Liverpool, and with Belfast, whereby both
Liverpool and London river areas are “thriving and buzzing” (Interviewee 5), with there being
“walkways, cafes, good lighting…all kinds of things which activate the space” (Interviewee 4). Whereas
in Belfast along the River Lagan there is a “no draw to the river, no direct walking routes and no sight
lines, and it doesn’t feel like a space you want to be in” (Interviewee 4). Having a lack of quality
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infrastructure in place to attract people to blue spaces, will result in a lost opportunity to improve
peoples’ mental health particularly in urban environments.

8.12 Physical Health
In addition to mental health, physical health was also recognised as a benefit of blue space among all
interviewees.
“If you recreate an environment where people are able to engage in physical activity as part of
their everyday routine, it gives them that edge, as they don’t have to set aside time to do it
because it’s part of their life” (Interviewee 1).
This argument supports the work of the Belfast LDP, referring to the importance of blue infrastructure
networks connecting neighbourhoods and employment areas which will encourage an active lifestyle.
Ultimately, having a knock-on effect to reduce obesity and improve health (BCC, 2018). Therefore, the
LDP and Interviewee 1 both recognise the opportunity for people to use blue ways and greenways as
part of their daily life, for example commuting. The survey analysis similarly found that 63% of
respondents use the Lagan Towpath several times a week, carrying out activities such as walking,
running, and cycling. However, it was evident amongst many interviewee responses that there are
challenges regarding encouraging an active lifestyle with Interviewee 2 rhetorically asking, “why do
people not do it?”. Both Interviewee 1, 2 and 3 recognise that it is a mindset problem with people
relying too much on their car.
Indeed, a number of key barriers to reaping the benefits of blue spaces were identified in the
interviews.

8.2 Blue Space Barriers/Challenges
8.21 Lack of Public Appreciation
A unanimous response from all the interviewees was the current lack of public appreciation for blue
spaces in NI. Particularly, Interviewee 3 stated that “people are just too busy…you come in from work
you have dinner and then flop down in front of the TV, that’s how people are recuperating these days”.
A typical working lifestyle as indicated by Interviewee 3 suggests that people are being less mentally
stimulated which can result in poor cognitive performance, as well as a lack of exercise causing greater
health risks. When compared with going for a walk in the evening along a blue way for example, it is
evident that greater health and mental benefits would be achieved.
In addition, Interviewee 4 referred to the River Lagan “not being treated as an asset”. Interviewee 4
further went on to say that not only is the river walkway quality important, but “I would say the quality
of the space around the actual walkways don’t encourage people”. Therefore, consideration should
be made to ensure that at the access points to river walkways such as the Lagan Towpath, there are
things for people to do, such as coffee trucks and benches. Including such facilities can encourage
people to make the most of the blue spaces as they can provide areas of shelter from the rain, which
was also a barrier that both Interviewee 1 and 6 mentioned.
However, a lack of appreciation for blue spaces is not felt in the main tourist spots. Interviewee 3
stated that “often we want to experience what we call spectacular nature…such as the North
Coast…and they are beautiful and yet there might be a beach locally, but we don’t tend to value it as
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much”. It indicates that people value tourist areas more than the area they live in. A reason for this
could be because tourism generates income and these are parts of NI that get advertised most,
whereas walkways are maybe more the hidden gems. However, that is not necessarily a bad thing
because that means they are not being overused. Although a lack of public appreciation can result in
people littering in their local areas for when they do use them. For example, similar findings were
evident in the survey analysis whereby 43% of respondents feel that the area has litter and vandalism.
A lack of public appreciation for local assets can also be a result of high amounts of private land
ownership.

8.22 Land Ownership/Property Rights
Another major barrier identified was land ownership and space. From a departmental point of view,
Interviewee 1 stated that “we have tended to allow people to build right to the edge of the river”.
Allowing people to build/own right up to the river has resulted in accessibility issues to many rivers.
For example, Interviewee 5 stated that for the Connswater Greenway they “had 60 land applications
to carry out and actually there were some parts and things we weren’t able to do because of land
ownership”. Therefore, landowners do not want people on their land due to liability concerns, and
resultingly many of NI’s beautiful natural green spaces and rivers remain out of the public. Similarly,
stated in Section 2.0 property rights remain an issue, with NI having a very limited number of public
walkways, particularly ones that are free (Haeffner et al. 2017).
However, it can lead to positive effects, for example Interviewee 6 stated that for many river walkway
regeneration schemes/projects they have created a cross over bridge due to land ownership problems
on one side. Interviewee 6 has emphasised this stating, “yes they cross over because of land ownership
but bridges are exciting, crossing over can improve the experience, and you get to see the river from
another side”. Thus, bridges can be used to provide vantage points to see down the river improving
the sensory experience, as well as being areas for all age groups to look more at the life within the
water. The survey analysis found similar findings whereby, 85.6% of respondents agree they felt part
of nature, despite many parts of the Lagan Towpath requiring users to cross bridges. Indeed, land
ownership problems do present accessibility problems.

8.23 Accessibility
A final barrier expressed by all interviewees was accessibility. Lack of accessibility was expressed due
to car dependency. For example, Interviewee 3 stated that “we have become too dependent on the
car which is a big issue with obesity and unhealthy lifestyles”. Further to this, from a departmental
point of view, Interviewee 1 stated that “because we have planned cities with the car in mind…people
get into their cars and bypass all these things [blue/green spaces]”. Having planned areas with the car
in mind means that areas which people prefer to visit, such as the Lagan Towpath at Stranmillis which
has a car park, will lead to more car parking spaces being required and less natural spaces. It can result
in access points to the Lagan Towpath without car parking facilities being less frequently used in
comparison to the access points with a car park. This was previously expressed in Section 8.12.
Therefore, causing capacity issues which need to be managed. Contrastingly, over-dependence on the
car compares with survey findings showing that the majority of users accessed the Lagan Towpath by
walking (45.3%), and only 27.6% of users accessed using the private car.
Other interviewees referred to the lack of accessibility due to socio-economic issues. Particularly,
Interviewee 5 stated that “typically investment in greenways and blue ways is in more middle-class
areas”. This is significant as it emulates the work of Choe et al., (2020); and Qiang et al. (2019) who
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have found that many environmental injustices exist whereby properties that are built beside blue
spaces and particularly ones with a view, tend to be higher priced.
Clearly there are a number of barriers which need to be overcome to ensure sustainable planning and
management of the Lagan Towpath and similar areas into the future.

8.3 Future Planning Management Challenges
8.31 Capacity Issues
One future challenge recognised by many of the interviewees was capacity issues. Interviewee 6
stated that “the more accessible locations tend to be the favoured ones…so don’t want to spoil the
experience by overcapacity”. This is significant as it is in line with the qualitative comments collected
from the survey based on the Lagan Towpath with many users expressing concerns over narrow paths
and it being too busy for everyone. Narrow paths are a particularly pressing issue during COVID-19
whereby more people are travelling and using these spaces, emulated through the work of Grey and
Kellas (2020). Therefore, if more access points had better facilities it could lead to users accessing the
Lagan Towpath from a bigger range of points rather than just the few main ones with car parks, which
was previously outlined in Section 8.23.
Other interviewees placed greater importance on protecting and being sensitive to the environment
surrounding these spaces. Therefore, not building more car parks or stringing litter bins along the
path. Despite this, all interviewees recognised the need for better management of these areas,
highlighting the importance of encouraging people to use more of what is on their doorstep, instead
of everyone visiting the main tourist attractions.
Indeed, many people assume that to solve capacity issues there should be more car parking, however,
this leads to increased risk of flooding.

8.32 Flooding
Flooding as a future challenge was stressed by each interviewee. From a departmental point of view,
Interviewee 2 stated that “many of our rivers have been covered over, but many people wouldn’t
know”. The covering over of rivers has meant there is no ability for the water to escape and backing
the problem further up the system. With many houses being built on these rivers, as well as the
percentage of green spaces in urban environments decreasing “with everything turning to concrete”
stated by Interviewee 1, there is the huge risk of surface water levels increasing to severe flooding
levels. Interviewee 6 went on to say that “NI has been very slow to realising flood management isn’t
all about building a wall”. Flood risk is further heightened by the NI drainage system and sewage
system all mixing and then the water that would have otherwise absorbed into the ground is now
going to waste. Interviewee 2 stressed concern over this stating that “now we have flooding when it
rains, and the drains don’t have the capacity to keep up with the volume of water”. Poor flooding and
drainage systems emulates the work of Haeffner et al. (2017) finding that poorly managed and
unmonitored rivers can lead to flood risk. Therefore, with climate change taking effect and weather
conditions worsening, the ability to ensure the banks and floodplains of a river remain protected and
managed is a huge problem, present and future.
Many of the interviewees did state that overcoming future flooding issues is difficult with “an
unwillingness from a high political level to someone in the street, that we do need to spend money and
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it’s not just a free resource” stated by Interviewee 3. Therefore, with the high levels of investment
required and the continued lack of appreciation and understanding from all levels, it appears likely
that flood risk will continue to grow.
It is clear that there are a number of future planning management challenges to be tackled to ensure
sustainability. Therefore, interviewees expressed their visions for the future of blue spaces in NI.

8.4 Future Visions of NI Blue Spaces
8.41 Continuity of Blue-ways
A consistent response across multiple interviewees included improved continuity of blue spaces.
Interviewee 6 emphasised the importance of:
“developing a bigger network through a masterplan for greenway development…potentially
there is an all-Ireland network for all communities to benefit…Belfast City Council should always
be looking for new opportunities to develop and improve accessibility”.
Further to this, Interviewee 3 stated that “people would be encouraged to cycle if they were completely
removed from the road and cars”. Interviewee 3 went on to reference the potential to improve the
accessibility of river greenways to encourage cycling. Both Interviewee 3 and 6’s vision accentuates
the importance of continuity along public spaces such as the Lagan Towpath to provide areas for
people of all ages, social class, and ability, to access them. Continuity of river walkways is particularly
significant during COVID-19 whereby people are seeking to use blue spaces more frequently, however,
are finding themselves having to drive since there are few good quality public spaces near to where
they live. Therefore, ensuring local communities are more involved in the future development of
riverside walkways is important, as expressed below.

8.42 Co-Design with the community for future riverside walkways
Drawing on their experience of developing the Connswater Community Greenway, Interviewee 5
emphasised its success was due to “engaging with local people…it’s still a living and breathing project”.
Thus, even post regeneration there is continued engagement with local communities. Co-design is
important since it is the communities who are using river walkways. Therefore, ensuring they are
aware of everything going on will ensure it is sustainable, as well as more people appreciating their
local assets. Further to this, Interviewee 4 stated the importance of designing spaces with the local
community in mind:
“Think about who is going to use them [river walkways] …there are lots of studies about if you
make a place suitable for a child then it is suitable for everyone”.
This highlights the importance of engaging with the community, and co-design is one effective way of
doing this. It is valuable in discovering unique perspectives through collaboration to help with key
decision making; something Interviewee 5 views highly however recognises it has to be “interesting
and fun”.
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8.43 Health Impact Assessment
The use of a Health Impact Assessment (HIA) for all major developments was recommended by
Interviewee 3 who stated that “unless a new development has been proven to not harm human health,
with great consideration of how it will impact climate change, then the development should not be
allowed”. Interviewee 3 went on to add, “there’s nothing stopping the planning authorities from
saying these are the conditions under which new developments take place”. This is substantial as the
health impact of many developments is not usually considered in full, unless it has a notably large
negative impact. In addition, Interviewee 1 stated that “in planning terms, blue and greenspace should
be an integral part of all developments”. Therefore, the introduction of an HIA could help ensure all
future developments include green/blue spaces to encourage social interaction and physical activity
and reduce the dominance of the private car.

8.5 Concluding Summary
The interview findings presented in this section reveal that at present NI has huge opportunities to
improve its blue spaces, however there are many challenges which exist such as property rights,
accessibility, and lack of appreciation. It supports the findings from the literature and survey analysis.
In addition, the interviewees have shared potential future visions and desires for the future planning,
management, and regeneration of blue spaces in general and river walkways more specifically. Such
findings, in conjunction with literature review findings (Section 2.0) and survey findings (Section 7.0)
have informed the final recommendations of this research which are presented in the next section.
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9.0 Conclusion & Recommendations
Blue ways and their ability to provide health and wellbeing benefits present significant challenges and
opportunities for future planning and management along the Lagan Towpath. The literature review
explored varying benefits of blue spaces from looking at how it encourages physical activity, to
engaging the senses improving mental health, supported by both White et al. (2020) and Wheaton et
al. (2019) meeting Objective 1. The importance of blue space intervention has become increasingly
apparent due to COVID-19 with more people becoming aware of their health and wellbeing, seeking
to make better use of blue spaces (Vert, 2020). Such findings led the research to identify the potential
for underutilised blue spaces to carve the way for environmental injustices in urban environments,
which presented a compelling case for how its progression needs to be better understood within NI.
The policy analysis signified the dominance of green infrastructure in current policy and plans in
comparison to blue infrastructure, particularly the NI RDS and SPPS. However, over recent years there
has been an increase in blue infrastructure recognition from local council policy level, through the
publishing of the Green and Blue Infrastructure Plan within BCC, and DCSDC. Yet, nine councils are still
to embark on such programmes suggesting a challenge remains in changing policy priorities.
The assessment tools identified five research led tools, meeting Objective 2. The tools assess the
quality of blue environments and how these spaces impact people’s health and wellbeing. This
comparable research concluded that the BlueHealth Community Level Survey was most appropriate
to this research due to the ability of local users of blue spaces to use it.
The survey provided local user perspectives of the case study area: The Lagan Towpath, meeting
Objective 3. A correlation between users and their health and wellbeing was identified through the
survey, with 90.2% recording good health. However, it is evident that this is dependent on the quality
and access of the area. The majority of respondents who thought the overall quality of the Lagan
Towpath was very good, were more likely to agree that they felt part of nature. In addition, all
respondents that live less than 1 mile from an access point, agree that they felt safe. These findings
suggest that to have good quality spaces, there needs to be good accessibility. This links with other
themes, whereby people have different perspectives on the quality of an area, depending on what
activity they are doing, which presents differing local perspectives. Further findings found that there
is a clear correlation with people accessing the Lagan Towpath and their health and wellbeing, with
respondents who walked being more likely to feel calm and relaxed, improving their physical and
mental health. These findings are significant, as from the local user perspective there is a correlation
between health and wellbeing and its users, however, these areas need to be maintained to ensure
good quality and continuous access points.
Based off the different professional perspectives at varying levels, key themes emerging from the
interviews reiterated the huge challenges within Belfast regarding blue infrastructure, largely due to
how planning was carried out in the 20th century. The lack of appreciation for blue spaces in the 20th
century resulted in the lack of management, and resultingly many rivers have been built over. Years
later this has caused numerous problems with the most prominent being flooding. The lack of flood
river management in the form of natural embankments means that neighbourhoods remain anxious
about flooding which may negatively impact on their health and wellbeing. Additional findings
suggested that the large amounts of private land ownership in NI have reduced accessibility to many
rivers, which has limited the number of public walkways that are free. Overall, these different
professional perspectives are significant as they further emphasise the need for NI to develop forward
thinking ideas to improve accessibility, better managing and regenerating its urban riversides for the
future, meeting Objective 4.
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Overall, by challenging existing policies and ensuring engagement with local users, there is a strong
potential to collaboratively challenge the lack of appreciation for blue ways/blue spaces/blue
infrastructure/river walkways. To mitigate against the lack of appreciation for blue ways, and improve
existing ones such as the Lagan Towpath, the following six recommendations have been put forward.
The recommendations have been informed by the literature, assessment tools, policy, survey, and
interview findings, meeting Objective 5.
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10.0 Appendix
Appendix 1: Alternative Case Study Locations
Below is a critique of the three case studies which were considered as part of this research.
Connswater Community Greenway

Figure 55: Connswater Community Greenway (WalkNI, 2019a)

Advantages
Recently regenerated into a high-quality river
walkway.
Travels through a range of socio-economic
neighbourhoods.
Leads to a large public park.

Disadvantages
Since it is already regenerated, the ability to
collect perspectives pre-regeneration would be
challenging.
In comparison to the other potential case study
examples, it is only 9km.

Table 10: Advantages and Disadvantages of Connswater Community Greenway (Authors own, 2021)
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Forth Meadow Community Greenway

Figure 56: Forth Meadow Community Greenway (U105, 2020)

Advantages
Is currently pre-regeneration to improve this
river walkway. Therefore, gaining a perspective
during this process will be vital in
understanding what users want and need.

Disadvantages
Much of this river walkway path has not been
built yet and therefore not in use, for example
from the Westlink to the city centre. This
means that gaining a perspective of users
would not be feasible for all sections of this
greenway.

Travels through a range of socio-economic
neighbourhoods.
Leads to a variety of large public parks.
New regeneration project aims to connect the
more socio-economically deprived
neighbourhoods to the new Transport Hub in
the city centre. Therefore, gaining a perspective
on how the local neighbourhoods view this
would be significant.
Table 11: Advantages and Disadvantages of Forth Meadow Community Greenway (Authors own, 2021)
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The Lagan Towpath

Figure 57: Lagan Towpath (WalkNI, 2020a)

Advantages
The longest of all the river walkway considered,
reaching 16km.

Disadvantages
Since it is the most popular of the three
potential case studies, it could suggest that
researching into one of the other locations
could be more beneficial for that area to lead
to larger improvements in that greenway.

Travels through a range of socio-economic
neighbourhoods.
Has a significant history, as being a catalyst in
Belfast becoming the economic hub that it is.
Travels through a range of large public parks,
making it one of the most popular greenways in
Northern Ireland. Therefore, if used for the
research case study it would be able to gain a
wide range of local perspectives.
Is currently pre-regeneration, for example
many of its canal locks. Therefore, gaining a
perspective during this process will be vital in
understanding what users want and need.
Table 12: Advantages and Disadvantages of the Lagan Towpath (Authors own, 2021)

Overall, the analysis above of the three potential case studies, has resulted in the Lagan Towpath
being chosen, due to the larger potential findings for this location.
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Appendix 2: Survey
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions
1) Do you think that there is a link between people who use blue spaces such as urban river
walkways/greenways, and their health and wellbeing? Please explain.
2) What do you feel are the biggest barriers currently that inhibit people from reaping the
health and well-being benefits of river greenways/walkways?
3) What do you think are potential future challenges regarding the
planning/management/regeneration of urban riverside schemes?
4) Are there any future recommendations that you would propose for urban river walkway
regeneration schemes in Northern Ireland?
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