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Abstract: Urbanization and ageing are the two main processes currently shaping the social
environment worldwide. In this context, creating senior friendly cities should be an important target,
especially in developed countries, which have the highest rates of population over 60 years old.
Our study focuses on the use of urban parks and aims to analyze how friendly their planning, design,
and use are for elderly people. We used field observation carried out in four case study parks in
Bucharest (Romania) to assess the spatial planning and design of urban parks, and to identify the
environmental problems. We applied a total of 5752 questionnaires (16% to elderly people) in the
majority of Bucharest’s parks in order to analyze the behavior and perception of seniors in contrast
with that of the general population. The analysis highlighted the lack of endowments especially
planned or designed for seniors and the multiple problems deriving from their interaction with
other visitor groups which make them feel disrespected or unsafe. Our study highlights the need for
including the needs, demands, and desires of elderly people in decision making processes, with the
aim of creating inclusive and senior friendly parks.
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1. Introduction

The role of urban parks changes over time as the cities they are found in evolve. Nowadays,
urban parks are probably more important than ever, since cities are becoming larger and overcrowded,
while lifestyles become increasingly sedentary. Modern urban parks play a critical role in providing
and regulating cultural ecosystem services for the urban population.

Urban parks are important elements of city infrastructure, providing numerous and diverse
functions and benefits. A not exhaustive list includes positive impacts on health and wellbeing,
through recreation, leisure, and sport activities [1]; community development, sense of place,
identity, and social cohesion, through cultural activities and providing space and occasion for
social interaction and mutual understanding [2]; education, as people can discover plants, animals
and natural phenomena or use parks as outdoor classrooms [3]; the economy, as the presence of
parks generates investment opportunities, attracts customers, including tourists [4], and increases the
price of properties in the vicinity [5,6]; ecosystem functioning, through a range of ecosystem services,
from biodiversity conservation to resource production [7], improving air quality (absorbing pollutants,
regulating humidity) [8], carbon sequestration, water management (storm water absorption, and run
off regulation), and mitigating urban heat islands [9].

Along with urbanization, ageing represents one of the two processes currently shaping the social
environment [10]. By 2050 it is expected that the elderly population (over 60 years old) will represent
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22% of the world population, a bigger share than that represented by children (under 14 years old) [11].
Europe is leading in these statistics, with a projection of 34% of elderly people by mid-century.

In this context, creating age-friendly cities should represent a priority at the global level.
Through their planning and design characteristics, cities should compensate for physical and social
changes associated with age [12]. Since green areas represent an important feature in increasing the
physical and mental health of elderly people [13], urban parks should integrate elements facilitating their
access and use for this category of population. Studies have established that in order to achieve inclusive
design for urban parks, three elements are of importance–safety, accessibility and maintenance [14].
Also, of importance are elements like the use of contrasting colors for orientation, adding graphics on
signs facilitating understanding, optimizing benches for accessibility from wheelchairs, or ensuring
the presence of both sun and shadow parts in relaxation areas [15]. In Romania, given the high percent
of elders exposed to poverty, the importance of parks increases since their use is not cost dependent.

A study undertaken in 35 cities [10] showed that many elderly people would prefer a spatial
delimitation from crowded urban parks, whether through demarcated areas inside parks or through
special green areas that are smaller and quieter than the busy parks. Studies related to elderly people
in green areas usually focus on the accessibility of parks, which became a major environmental
justice issue [16,17], on the perceived health benefits [18], safety [19], and their preferences for nature
based recreation [13].

Urban parks are places where natural and social characteristics intersect and both are considered
important [20]. Favoring one to the detriment of the other without careful thought can lead to
conflicts based on the urban parks use, management, costs, maintainability, landscaping, etc. Since the
urban parks are used in various ways and schedules by concurring visitors, planning has to provide
accommodation for all forms of use. Poor urban parks planning translates into overcrowded areas,
while other areas are empty, examples including the use of insufficiently large pathways by both
walkers and bicycle riders [21], a lack of enclosed space for dog walkers, use of open spaces as
improvised sport fields [22], destruction of natural features by overuse or misuse [23], etc., all creating
potential for conflicts between the users.

Urban parks are places where numerous and sometimes very different categories of users converge
in order to fulfil very specific needs. Categories of users differentiate by age, gender, education, ethnicity,
lifestyle, health, or mobility, while uses range from recreation and leisure, sports and physical activities,
culture and education to social life, community activities, and alleviating health problems. When the
park size is insufficient size, there are too many visitors, and/or there is poor design, the potential for
conflictual use increases. Some users are at odds due to the nature of their use of the park, such as
dog walkers vs. other park visitors [24] or bicycle riders vs. pedestrians [21]. Conflicts emerge also
due to the users’ profile, such as old people vs. young people, due to poor community coherence,
misbehavior, or lack of mutual understanding [25].

Studying urban parks functions in order to provide better planning can facilitate social cohesion,
since it is where different categories of users interact and get to know each other [26], but also where
people find intimacy [27]. Planning of urban parks should also find the right balance between nature
and social aspects and endowments, as both are responsible for attracting visitors [20], but also imply
specific issues.

Social connection is considered extremely important for elderly users [28,29], so this aspect should
be taken into consideration when planning urban parks. The large number of categories of users
and uses needs all to be accounted and planned for. Notably, Vierikko et al. (2019) [20] identified
more than 50 motivations for park use and over 100 features that people enjoyed during their visits.
Urban parks use as a transit area needs to be accommodated through specific designs and features.
One of the reasons for visiting parks infrequently was “improper park management” [30], so specific
design problems have to be tackled.

There is a serious research gap related to the study of the recreational activities and environmental
attributes preferred by the elders, as Wen et al. (2018) indicate in their review [13].
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Moreover, most of the existing studies are based on qualitative assessment therefore, not being
precise enough to guide practitioners [13]. Our study tries to fill this gap offering a quantitative
perspective of the needs, demands, and desires of elders visiting parks in Bucharest and, at the same
time, comparing their characteristics with those of younger visitors.

Our study focuses on the use of urban parks and aims to analyze how friendly their planning,
design, and use are for elderly people. The objectives of the study are (1) assessing the planning of
urban parks in relation with elderly people needs and (2) comparing the behavior and perception of
elderly people visiting urban parks with those of other groups of visitors.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

Bucharest is the capital city of Romania, a very dynamic and cosmopolitan city, bearing the signs
of both the socialist and the post-socialist periods. The city is located in a plain area characterized
by favorable living and building conditions [31], with a temperate climate and access to fresh water.
In previous decades, the area was often affected by extreme temperatures [32], in turn increasing the
importance of urban green areas. The city is characterized by an average of 108 summer days/year
(maximum temperature over 25 ◦C) and 36.9 tropical days/year (maximum temperature over 30 ◦C) [33].
Most of the city is the result of centralized planning, which is visible in multistoried blocks of flats
forming large socialist neighborhoods [34]. Meanwhile, the peripheries are the result of post-socialist
urban development characterized by urban sprawl [35] and land abandonment [36]. Over 41% of the
city area is built up [36] while only around 15% is represented by urban green areas [37]. There are
102 parks in the city covering an area of 790.62 ha [37].

Bucharest has a population of 2.13 million inhabitants [38], which equates to a density of around
8000 inhabitants/km2 and an urban park share of 3.7 m2/capita. With the elderly (those over 60 years [39])
making up 24.7% of the population, which is more than double the world average (12% [40]), Bucharest
faces serious problems related to ageing. The ageing tendency in Bucharest is especially pronounced
(Figure 1) compared with 1992 (the first census after the fall of the socialist regime).
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Figure 1. The elderly population in Bucharest (data source: National Institute of Statistics, 2019 [38]).

2.2. Assessing the Planning of Urban Parks

As a consequence of the climatic characteristics and the fact that the majority of large green area in
the city were built before 1990, the majority of parks in Bucharest are usually densely forested. Due to
their small surface area and high vegetation coverage inside urban parks, endowments and utilities
cannot be identified through cartographic interpretation and analysis [41].

Therefore, in order to assess the planning characteristics of urban parks, we developed a spatial
database containing general information (limits, alleys, entrances, lakes), endowments (playgrounds,
fitness areas, chess tables, sports areas, fountains, dog-walking areas, bicycle lanes, etc.), facilities (toilets,
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guard posts, first aid points, drinking fountains) and problems (areas with slopes (higher than 10%),
noise, smells, waste, dogs, homeless people etc.) encountered in urban parks.

For each of the identified elements, we assessed the spatial characteristics (length, area), quality of
maintenance and upkeep (on a scale from 1 to 5, 1 representing a very poor state and 5 a very good
one) and use (on a scale from 1 to 5, 1 representing an empty location and 5 a very crowded one,
with the possibility of pointing out an irrelevant moment of observation). The database was populated
in the field using the ESRI application Collector for ArcGIS [42] by three different operators. The field
survey was undertaken in August 2019, during vegetation season. A guideline containing detailed
information about the types of endowments, facilities and problems and the scales for assessing their
quality and use was provided to the three operators. To further ensure the uniformity of observations,
a validation test involving the mapping of a small surface by all the operators was performed with
an 87% similarity rate.

We selected four urban parks in Bucharest (Table 1) and mapped them using Collector for ArcGIS
in order to analyze their planning characteristics. Our sample contains parks which are representative
for the study: one metropolitan park that is of great importance at the city level, a large municipal park
which is at the same time a historic park, a small municipal park and a district park. No transit parks
were mapped, since their main utility refers to reaching a destination, not passing the time.

Table 1. Characteristics of the analyzed urban parks.

Tineretului Carol Circului Titus Ozon

Surface area (ha) 102.36 35.33 17.20 0.72

Perimeter (m) 4890 3024 1910 381

Year of foundation 1973 1906 1958 1980

Previous land use Landfill, swamp Grassland Brick pit Part of the former
Ferdinand Park

Type * Metropolitan Municipal Municipal District

Percent or residential
areas in close proximity

(250m from parks)
24.62 32.61 33.46 30.67

* using the classification proposed by Iojă et al. (2011) [24] based on the visitor flows, endowments, surface.

Based on the derived spatial database, we calculated indicators (areas with slopes over 10%,
number and diversity of endowments and utilities, both general and used by elderly people,
distance between entrances, etc.) to establish whether urban parks are planned by taking into
account the needs and preferences of elderly people.

Since vegetation and shadow are greatly appreciated characteristics of green areas, especially in
cities with a high number of summer and tropical days, such as Bucharest, we also mapped the areas
with low to high tree canopies. We used a Sentinel 2A imagine with a 10 m resolution [43] from
28 September 2018 with 0% cloud cover in order to calculate the Normalized Difference Vegetation
Index (NDVI). We considered the areas characterized by values between 0.3 and 0.7 as low-to-average
tree canopy and those with values over 0.7 to equate to a high-to-total tree canopy [44].

2.3. Analysing the Behaviour and Perception of Elderly People Visiting Urban Parks

We assessed the behavior and perception of elderly people visiting urban parks in order to
establish the differences between their needs, demands, and desires, and those of the general population.
We developed and administrated a questionnaire between 2007 and 2018 inside parks in Bucharest
(including the four parks mapped in order to analyze their planning and design). The questionnaire was
administrated in different areas of the parks (on the alleys, near playgrounds, restaurants, sports areas,
etc.), both during weekdays and weekends, on warm, sunny days in order to increase the chance of
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responses, and we randomly selected the respondents. The questionnaire contained 10 questions—six
close ended and four open ended.

We gathered information regarding the reasons for choosing the parks (proximity, endowments,
accessibility, another motivation), the activities undertaken inside parks (recreation, walking,
walking with children or pets, sports, meeting friends, transit, restaurants, or other) as well as
the duration (from less than an hour to more than three hours) and frequency (daily, 2–3 times a week,
weekly, monthly or accidentally) of visits. The visitors also indicated the mean of transportation they
use to reach the park (walking, by bus, tram, metro, car, or bicycle). We were also interested in the
aspects the visitors appreciated and especially disliked (collected as open ended questions), the latter
representing important potential causes of conflict emergence. For the characterization of the sample,
the visitors were asked to provide their address, age, and gender.

The resulting database contained 5752 questionnaires from which 922 administrated to elderly
people and 4830 administrated to other categories of visitors. Both samples were gender balanced.
In terms of age representation, the elderly sample comprised people aged between 60 and 95 years old,
with 67% between 60 and 70 years, a category still active in the labor market and 33% over 70 years old.
The sample referring to other categories of visitors comprised of people aged between 14 and 59 years
old, with 21% under 20 years old, 39% between 21 and 30 years old, and 25% between 31 and 40 years
old. The small percentage of people between 41 and 59 years included in the sample (15%) reflects
a small number of people in this age category visiting the parks due to a full schedule and maturity in
their personal lives (the majority have older children).

We used descriptive statistics in order to analyze the characteristics of the two groups (elderly
population and other categories of visitors). We applied the Pearson chi-square test in order to establish
if there are significant differences between the behavior of elderly people and that of the other categories
of visitors. We also tested the differences between the elderly population which may still be active
in the labor market (under 70 years old) and those with a high probability of developing physical
impurities. We applied qualitative document analysis when coding the preferences and dislikes of the
two groups and ran frequency tests to establish the main preferences and identified problems.

3. Results

3.1. Main Planning Characteristics of Urban Parks

Field observations in the four case-study parks highlighted a diverse range of endowments
(Figure 2), regardless of the surface area or category (metropolitan, municipal, district) of the parks.
The number and diversity of endowments are directly correlated with the parks’ surface area;
meanwhile, their density is smaller in large parks (Table 2), leaving room for extensive green areas.

There are no categories of endowments especially created or designed for elderly people (similar
to playground areas for children), but chess tables are almost exclusively used by them. They are only
found in the two largest parks from our case studies and their surface area is very small. Among the
endowments appreciated by the elderly are fitness areas, playgrounds, restaurants, and fountains
(as stated in the questionnaires). The best spatially represented category refers to playgrounds,
which occupy the largest surfaces among the endowments in all of the studied parks. Fitness areas
have generally been newly introduced in the majority of parks, whereas restaurants have increased
their surface coverage inside urban parks in recent years.
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Table 2. Indicators that characterize planning in urban parks.

Tineretului Carol Circului Titus Ozon

Alleys length (m) 22,722 10,441 7350 429
Alleys density (m/ha) 221.98 295.56 427.30 593.44

High to total tree canopy (%) 49.12 54.51 66.34 73.97
Low to average tree canopy (%) 32.46 30.40 25.06 24.66
Diversity of endowments (no) 16 11 10 6

Number of endowments 68 39 27 13
Density of endowments (no/ha) 0.66 1.10 1.57 17.98

Surface occupied by chess tables (ha) 0.016 0.03 0 0
Surface of fitness areas (ha) 0.06 0 0.06 0
Surface of playgrounds (ha) 1.18 0.21 0.67 0.08
Surface of restaurants (ha) 0.53 0.12 0.01 0
Surface of fountains (ha) 0.29 0 0 0

Number of toilets 17 12 5 1
Number of drinking fountains 3 1 0 2

Number of guard posts 12 8 2 2
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The best represented utilities in urban parks are toilets and guard posts, which are currently found
in all sampled parks. Drinking fountains are scarce, even if they were a common utility inside parks
years ago. First aid and e-charging points are very poorly represented.

The analysis of vegetation cover and density revealed that parks in Bucharest have surfaces
significantly covered by dense forest like vegetation (from around 49% in Tineretului Park to 74%
in Titus Ozon Park) and sparse forest like vegetation (between 24% in Titus Ozon Park and 33% in
Tineretului Park). Larger parks have a smaller percentage of surfaces covered by forest-like vegetation,
since they usually have waterbodies and a greater number and diversity of endowments which cover
larger surfaces.

The field observations highlighted a wide variety of problems inside the parks (Figure 2).
We consider that the most important, from the perspective of elderly people, who represent a group
with reduced mobility, is related to large surfaces with slopes. Three of the analyzed parks have large
surfaces with slopes (around 20% of the park surface) (Table 3). Access between high and low areas
in the parks is most commonly provided through stairs (around 10 sets of stairs in each of the three
parks), usually in poor condition and without handrails. There is a possibility of detours using ramps
(alleys with slope) but walking distances substantially increase for this option.

Table 3. Indicators that characterize problems in urban parks.

Tineretului Carol Circului Titus Ozon

Number of entrances 23 9 14 9
Average distance between entrances (m) 212.61 336.00 136.43 42.33

Length of alleys with a slope over 10% (m) 1470 400 190 0
Percentage of alleys with a slope over 10% (%) 6.47 3.83 2.59 0

Park surface with a slope over 10% (ha) 21.38 8.89 3.49 0
Percentage of park surface with a slope over 10% (%) 20.89 25.17 20.30 0

The significant distance between entrances is a problem characterizing large parks, since the
recommended walking distance to green areas for low-mobility groups is around 250 m [45].
Other identified problems relate to noise, waste, and smells, which interfere with benefits generated by
green areas, degraded infrastructure, which can impose barriers to walking, and areas characterized
by insecurity such as the alleys close to lakes.

3.2. Assessment of the Behaviour of Elderly People in Urban Parks

Proximity is the main reason why elderly people chose a park (around 65%), while other categories
also take more into account aspects such as accessibility (Figure 3). Elderly people usually prefer
passive activities such as relaxation (around 45%), reading, observing nature, feeding animals (usually
pigeons) or, sometimes, socializing. When choosing active relaxation, they usually prefer walking
alone, accompanied by children or dogs. The other categories of visitors mostly appreciate active
recreation and, apart from walking and playing with children and dogs, they prefer taking part in
sports and using bicycles, roller skates, or skateboards. They also like to frequent the restaurants
inside parks.
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choosing the parks, (b) preferred activities, (c) duration of visits, (d) frequency of visits.

Elderly people tend to spend more time per visit in urban parks, but the largest share, as in the
case of other categories of visitors, stays 1–2 h per visit. However, elderly people spend more time in
parks because they visit them with a higher frequency, with almost half of this group making daily
visits. A total of 92% of elderly people visit parks at least once a week, in contrast with only 80% of the
other categories of visitors. Moreover, around 7% of the other categories of visitors assert they only
transit the park in their daily route.

Around 75% of elderly people and 60% of the other categories of visitors walk in order to reach
the parks. The remaining 25% of elderly people almost entirely use public overground transportation,
while the other categories’ options are more diverse and include the metro, cars, and bicycles.

The results of the Pearson chi-square test (Table 4) show significant differences between elders
and other categories of visitors in term of reasons for choosing a specific park, preferred activities,
duration and frequency of visits, and means of transportation used to get to the parks. The highest
correlations between the appurtenance to a group and behavior were registered in the case of preferred
activities (ϕc = 0.227), frequency of visits, and means of transportation. There are no significant
differences between the different categories of elders (under 70 years old vs. over 70 years old),
apart from the preferred activities which are slightly correlated with the age group (ϕc = 0.192).

Table 4. Results of the Pearson chi-square test.

Elderly * Total Population **

χ2 df p ϕc χ2 df p ϕc
Reason 4.906 3 0.179 0.073 115.989 3 <0.001 0.142

Activities 33.907 8 <0.001 0.192 296.222 8 <0.001 0.227
Duration 4.6 3 0.204 0.071 46.099 3 <0.001 0.090
Frequency 1.804 4 0.772 0.045 188.895 4 <0.001 0.181
Transportation7.461 5 0.189 0.091 153.817 5 <0.001 0.166

χ2 = Pearson chi-square, ϕc = Cramer’s V, * differences between elders between 60 and 70 years old and elders over
70 years old, ** differences between elders and other categories of visitors.
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3.3. Analysis of the Perception of Elderly People Related to Urban Park Use

The results of the questionnaire-based analysis show that elderly people have different perceptions,
needs, and desires related to the use of urban parks compared to the other groups of visitors.
These differences are reflected in the endowments they use and the ones they prefer inside the parks,
what they appreciate and would prefer not to be modified or disturbed, and especially what they dislike.

The group of elderly people identified a smaller diversity of elements that they appreciate inside
the urban parks (Figure 4) than that put together by the other categories of visitors. Both groups singled
out vegetation (21.4% of elderly people vs. 15.6% of others), cleanness (14.6% vs. 10.2%) and silence
(12.7% vs. 11.6%) as the most appreciated aspects, although they are more important to elderly people,
representing 48.7% of the expressed answers compared to the other categories of visitors (37.4%).
Among the endowments inside the parks, elderly people enjoy the chess tables and playgrounds,
although they mostly use the benches and the fitness areas. In contrast, the other groups highly
appreciate the sports areas (including the bicycle lanes and roller-skating infrastructure), surfaces and
design elements, and the lakes or fountains, as well as intensely using the playgrounds. Both groups
appreciate the proximity, clean air, aesthetics, and planning of the parks.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 14 
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Elderly people consider that, in planning urban parks, the authorities should install more
fitness areas, chess tables, benches, shadowed pavilions, and drinking fountains. In terms of events,
the majority of them would welcome the organization of cultural events such as theatre performances,
concerts, fairs and chess contests.

A total of 14.3% of the elderly people surveyed and 11.8% of the other categories consider that
the parks have no problems. Both groups consider the most important problem inside the parks to
be represented by dogs, both stray and accompanied, since they create waste and can be aggressive
and unsupervised. Again, elderly people identify fewer problems, the most important being the
noise produced by traffic or visitors, dirt and waste, and the lack of benches. The other categories of
visitors identified much more diverse problems related to the degradation of infrastructure (especially
alleys), crowded areas, the small surface area of some parks, and a limited number of endowments
(playgrounds, sports areas, dog-walking areas, bicycle lanes, toilets, etc.).

Elders interviewed in Bucharest’s urban parks identified many concerning safety elements.
They referred to insufficient or inefficient security, crime risks, the presence of unsupervised or
aggressive dogs, playing ball games outside designed sports areas, using the alleys for cycling and
roller skating, and the presence of disadvantaged groups (homeless persons, alcoholics, drug addicts,
and even some ethnic groups).
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4. Discussion

4.1. Are Urban Parks Senior Friendly?

Our study shows that the planning and design of urban parks in Bucharest are sometimes poorly
addressing the specific needs and demands of elderly people. Chess areas, an endowment almost
entirely used by elderly people, are not designed to be senior friendly, missing benches with backrest,
lighting, shelter or benches for accompanying persons. The elderly also use: fitness areas, which are
largely appreciated even if they are not calibrated for the physical capabilities of older people nor their
medical problems; playgrounds, which they mostly visit when accompanied by children or in search
of socialization, although they are not always properly furnished for the presence of older people;
and benches, which are rarely laid out with the aim of encouraging larger groups to interact (e.g.,
groups of benches surrounding tables like in Carol Park). Clean and functional toilets and drinking
fountains, which fulfil bare necessities, both for elderly and the general population, are not always
found in appropriate positions and numbers. This last problem was also identified in other areas, like
Melville, Australia [10]. Drinking fountains, along with first-aid points are very important during
summer, but especially tropical days, when municipalities are obliged by law to ensure water and
medical help in the streets. First aid tents are rarely installed inside parks, even if these areas are
intensely used in summer.

Larger parks usually have more endowments and spaces for elderly people than smaller ones.
Probably because smaller parks are located in highly populated neighborhoods, they are primarily
designed to accommodate children, an age group that is much more energic and demanding than
the elderly. The size of a park per se is not a factor of interest for the elders, as demonstrated by the
questionnaires, because their needs can be accommodated in smaller parks as well.

The field analysis highlighted a great diversity of problems inside urban parks, many of them
being noticed by elderly people that filled in the questionnaires. It demonstrated that even in mostly
plain park areas there can be significant accessibility hinderance, due to high and medium slope.
The access between lower and higher park areas presents important problems like degradation of
infrastructure, slippery stairs (because of accumulated mud), and a lack of handrails which may cause
accidents involving elderly people, since their mobility is limited. The detour options usually imply
longer distances, thereby limiting accessibility to some park areas.

Since elderly people spend more time in urban parks than the general population, they are more
bothered by problems that decrease the quality of the ecosystem services they appreciate the most.
Therefore, elders in Bucharest, as the ones in Great Britain [46] and Colombia [47] are bothered by
overcrowded park areas, vehicular traffic, odors, and smells.

Our study showed that most of the elders chose to reach parks by walking. Our findings
are similar to those of Loukaiton-Sideris et al. (2014) [29] who state that walking is the preferred
physical activity among elders worldwide. Therefore, elderly people generally choose parks in their
proximity or parks easily accessible [17]. In this context there is a serious need to develop green areas
suitable for elderly people in close proximity to the residential areas. In Bucharest, pedestrian paths,
both inside and outside urban parks, are sometimes degraded and increase the risk of stumbling,
a fact associated in the scientific literature with a decrease in physical activity among elders [17].
Maintenance works should focus on levelling and repairing the paths enabling elderly to walk longer
distances in confidence and safety. Properly designed and maintained park alleys could encourage
elders to try other physical activities, like jogging. Worldwide, elders have expressed their desire to
try more diverse physical activities. Municipalities all over the world have started developing senior
playgrounds [29], equipped with low impact exercise machines especially designed for elders in terms
of safety, movements, and muscle strength. Sometimes these senior playgrounds focus only on their
basic function, without including aesthetic and socialization elements. However, they increasingly
incorporate pavilions, tables for different games, and socialization corners. Urban parks in Bucharest
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do not have these new design elements. The fitness equipment is usually scattered along alleyways
and is not designed especially for elders, even if they are the age group using them the most.

However, elderly people mostly enjoy passive recreation activities inside parks and therefore
they highly appreciate vegetation both from the functional and aesthetic point of view. Elderly people
mostly ask for shadow and flowers, while they disapprove of clearings and vandalism. In Bucharest,
the vegetation is especially appreciated because of the city’s numerous summer heat waves. Even if
some park administrators try to rejuvenate vegetation, there are also problems related with negligent
tree grooming, clearings, and dried trees. Since there is some consensus regarding the preferred
activities undertaken inside parks, especially passive recreation, we consider that the areas used in
common by all age groups should be better designed in order to accommodate all visitors. This action
should prove being cost efficient and, in the same time, would increase the potential for social contact.

When planning and designing inclusive urban parks, one should consider both the physical health
and social needs of seniors [48]. The latter is highly dependent on the safety elders feel when visiting
urban parks. Seniors interviewed in Bucharest’s parks highlighted a high diversity of safety concerns
which certainly limit their recreational activities. Their concern are consistent with the ones expressed
by elders worldwide [29] and should be addressed with responsibility. A problem characteristic to
Bucharest is related to dogs. A questionnaire has covered two different periods—Before 2013 when
stray dogs were a big problem in the city, and after 2013 when following a terrible incident involving the
death of a child, all stray dogs were gathered from the streets and people started to notice the problems
related to owned dogs. The main issue is related to cleanness since, even if regulations have been
established fines for people who do not clean up after their dogs [49], they are poorly implemented.

4.2. The Potential of Conflict Emergence Involving Elderly People

The differences in needs, demands, and desires related to the planning and use of urban parks
may represent a basis for conflict emergence. Elderly people can be both triggers and the subject of
conflicts. They are usually more involved in conflicts between visitors than in those related to the
planning and design of urban parks.

Elderly people have a lower potential of being the subject of conflicts. Only a very small number
of the general population that filled in the questionnaire identified them as a trigger, and did so because
of their attitudes towards visitors engaged in noisy activities, visitors doing sports, or visitors being
accompanied by dogs.

The planning actions implemented inside urban parks in Bucharest in the past decade have
managed to reduce the potential of conflict emergence between elderly and other categories of visitors
by creating special areas for children (playgrounds), dog walkers, and active people (sports areas).
Currently, the highest chances for conflicts to emerge involve elders and people using bikes, roller skates,
and skateboards on the crowded pathways, or those not cleaning up after their dogs. An emerging
problem is related to e-scooters, which were only recently introduced in Bucharest and are used inside
parks, especially by night. This would likely remain a problem even if a legislative proposal tries to
ban them from all walkable areas. Elders are sometimes involved in conflicts related to the planning
of urban parks, some of them stating that they are against clearings, land restitution inside parks,
buildings, and projects transforming green areas in other land uses, all of them being known conflicts
in Bucharest, with mass media coverage [50].

The current architectural tendencies encourage drastic changes in park landscapes, dynamic and
extravagant insertions, and the use of modern materials with the aim of creating vibrant areas.
Sometimes they disregard natural elements inside urban parks. The vision of the elderly people
supports a more divergent approach. They prefer natural surroundings, silence, safety, and places
especially designed to respond to their needs for passive or active recreation. Since people are living
longer and the percentage of elderly in the total population is increasing, it makes absolute sense to
make cities better suited to the needs of the elderly.
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At the moment, in Romania there are no general regulations or policies for planning and designing
inclusive parks. Regulations and policies slowly update following the changes in consumption patterns
but these changes are not part of an integrative planning process. Moreover, elderly people are not
properly represented in focus groups or public participation meetings, meaning their needs, demands,
and desires are poorly included in the decision-making process. This poor representation is the public
participation process is partially the inheritance of the social structure in which most elders in Romania
lived for many years. Further analysis should consider the organization of focus groups in order to
assess the characteristics of the Romanian elders. Used together with international best practices,
it could help build more senior friendly parks. An extensive spatial study including a greater sample
of parks could provide the basis for planning guidelines for different categories of parks.

Limitations of the study are related with the low possibility of validating the answers with the
actual behavior of visitors and with their openness for answering personal questions. Moreover,
the different training and efficiency of operators resulted in different levels of detail being added to the
minimum content of the questionnaire.

5. Conclusions

Planning and designing urban parks should better acknowledge the needs, demands, and desires
of all main visitor groups. As the most important green areas in terms of provided ecosystem services
and also a scarce resource in compact and dynamic urban areas, urban parks should be planned and
designed in order to minimize accidents, conflicts, or areas with low attractiveness. This goal can
be achieved by understanding the needs, demands, and desires of all categories of visitors, by close
monitorization of attractive elements and problems occurring inside parks, and by promoting inclusive
planning, design and management of green area. Parks should be interlinked with the surrounding
areas with the aim of providing added value for their utilization.
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