
Citation: Jūrmalis, E.; Lı̄biete, Z.;

Bārdule, A. Outdoor Recreation

Habits of People in Latvia: General

Trends, and Changes during the

COVID-19 Pandemic. Sustainability

2022, 14, 8478. https://doi.org/

10.3390/su14148478

Academic Editor: Simon Bell

Received: 24 May 2022

Accepted: 8 July 2022

Published: 11 July 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Outdoor Recreation Habits of People in Latvia: General Trends,
and Changes during the COVID-19 Pandemic
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Abstract: Outdoor recreation opportunities are crucial for sustaining people’s physical and mental
health, and forests are important recreational venues in Europe, especially in its northern part. Our
study sought to characterise outdoor recreation patterns and their changes in Latvia due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. We conducted a representative population survey with public participatory
GIS elements that allowed the respondents to map their favoured recreation destinations. Our results
revealed increased visitor numbers to nature areas during COVID-19. The main stated psychosocial
factors behind the increased frequency of nature visits are health benefits and lower perceived risks in
the context of the pandemic. Forests as areas simultaneously providing multiple ecosystem services
have significant importance in providing space for outdoor recreation. Outdoor recreation hotspots
concentrate around major urban areas and in some of the largest and most popular nature areas.

Keywords: outdoor recreation; COVID-19 pandemic; survey; participatory GIS; spatial analysis

1. Introduction

Outdoor recreation is a part of a wider set of people’s interactions with environmental
spaces. It has a number of recognised benefits: it contributes to the physical and mental
health of people and connects them with their natural and cultural heritage, it broad-
ens their worldview and enhances environmental awareness, and it provides input to
local economies and fosters social connections [1–3]. It is an important aspect of cultural
ecosystem services—non-material benefits people obtain from ecosystems [4].

In northern Europe, the significant share of well-maintained nature areas and green
spaces, as well as their accessibility to the general public, combined with long traditions of
being in nature, create preconditions for outdoor recreation. Forests, as the most widespread
terrestrial ecosystems, are frequent venues for outdoor recreation. Recreation activities in
the forest are often combined with non-wood forest product gathering (e.g., mushroom
and berry picking), suggesting a close synergy between certain kinds of cultural and
provisioning ecosystem services [5]. In Latvia, the situation is similar: survey data from
2017 revealed that 43% of the population visits forests for recreational purposes. Synergies
with mushroom and berry picking were also reported; in fact, these activities are often
explicitly labelled as recreation. In one of the latest surveys, mushroom picking was even
mentioned as the most popular forest recreation activity in summer, while walks were the
most popular activity in other seasons [6].

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic was declared a global health emergency in Jan-
uary 2020 [7]. To limit the spread of the virus, governments have implemented more or less
stringent social distancing policies, which, along with voluntary behavioural changes, have
significantly altered the everyday activities of the population. Among the most prominent
changes are reduced domestic and international travel, limitations to business activities,
as well as increased time spent at home [8]. While social distancing practices have proved
to be effective in reducing the spread of the virus, they are likely to cause severe negative
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impacts on people’s mental health, such as anxiety, depression, and increased levels of
loneliness [7]. The unprecedented situation caused by the pandemic has induced changes in
the relationships people form with their environment. Green outdoor spaces have become
increasingly important for recreation, exercise, and socialisation. The importance of nature
areas and the significantly increased frequency of visits have been highlighted during the
COVID-19 pandemic [9–13]. Access to and contact with outdoor spaces has helped people
to cope with the negative effects of lockdown on mental health [14–16]. Some recent papers
have even suggested that forest bathing may help strengthen the immune system against
viral infections due to the biogenic volatile compounds (VOCs) emitted by plants [17,18].

In Latvia, during the time period covered by this paper, COVID-19 related emergency
situations have been declared twice: on 12 March 2020 (lasting until 10 June 2020) and
on 9 November (lasting until 6 April 2021). A number of social distancing requirements
remained in place after the end of both periods, including limitations for in-person meetings
and public events. During the first period, social distancing measures were introduced.
Meetings of only two people at a distance of 2 m were allowed, the services of non-essential
services and shops, as well as in-person sport and culture interest groups were suspended,
all public events were forbidden, work from home was encouraged, international travel
was suspended, and self-quarantine was in place in the case of contact with a person who
had tested COVID-19 positive. During the second period, following a rise in the level of
infection, increasingly severe restrictions were introduced, limiting in-person meetings
to only two people from two households. All public events, as well as sport and culture
interest groups were suspended, cultural venues were closed, catering services allowed
only for take-away, and education was organised remotely, except for kindergartens [19].

During the pandemic, an increase in visitor frequency to nature areas has been widely
reported in Europe, as well as in other regions [9–13]. The situation was similar in Latvia,
where several nature trails had to be closed due to the increased visitor flow and impossi-
bility to maintain social distancing measures due to specific infrastructure, for example,
narrow trails or steps [20,21]. Kravalis et al. [22] analysed the offer of outdoor recreational
activities in Latvia during COVID-19, as well as the change in visitor numbers to recre-
ational venues (nature trails, skiing trails, and recreational horse-riding facilities). They
concluded that the number of visitors substantially increased in all three types of studied
recreational venues. The increased frequency of visits to nature areas during the pandemic
has caused a number of problems. McGinlay et al. [23] highlight overcrowding, problem-
atic behaviour, and conflicts between different user groups. Increased human presence in
forests has altered the movement patterns of wild animals [24]. Other possible implications
include increased soil erosion on steeper slopes, changes in plant communities due to
trampling, soil compaction and trail widening, and uncharacteristic animal behaviour due
to littering, all reported in nature areas both in Europe and overseas [25–27].

The aim of our study was to characterise the patterns of outdoor recreation in Latvia
and to identify changes due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We stated the following research
questions: What are the preferred types and locations of nature areas used for outdoor
recreation in Latvia? What activities do people engage in there? Have their nature recreation
preferences changed due to COVID-19?

2. Materials and Methods

Latvia is located in the hemiboreal zone, on the eastern shore of the Baltic Sea [28].
The length of the coastline is 496 km. The country’s land area equals 64,589 km2, 53% of
it being forest land. The main tree species are Scots pine (dominant on 33% of the forest
area), silver and downy birch (dominant on 30% of the forest area), and Norway spruce
(dominant on 19% of the forest area) [29]. There is unlimited accessibility to state forest
areas that comprise slightly more than one half of all forests, but private forest owners
may limit visits to their forests, however, in such cases, barriers and/or informative signs
must be used [30]. Forests are easily accessible: mean road network density (1.09 km km−2)
corresponds to the mean index of the European Union [31], and road density in state forests
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even slightly exceeds the country average [32]. Visitor access may be prohibited in nature
protection areas, especially strict protection regime zones.

Protected terrestrial nature areas in Latvia include, among others, four national parks,
42 nature parks, nine protected landscape regions, 261 nature reserves, and four strict
nature reserves. There are 333 areas included in the European protected area network
Natura 2000 that make up 12% of the total land area. There is also one biosphere reserve
with a less stringent protection regime that occupies another 7% of the land area (Figure 1).
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We were interested in nationwide trends; therefore, we chose to conduct a representa-
tive population survey, and due to costs and the pandemic, we opted for an online solution.
The survey covered 1500 valid responses, which is a representative dataset for our desired
national level scale (margin of error 3%). At the beginning of 2021, the total population in
Latvia was 1,893,223 [33]. The survey questions were developed by researchers of the Lat-
vian State Forest Research Institute ‘Silava’. The services of a professional survey company
(KANTAR, Ltd., TNS Latvia, Rı̄ga, Latvia) were used to distribute the survey and to obtain
a representative dataset. No private or identifiable information about the respondents was
shared with the research team, and all survey data were formatted according to the standard
rules of EU GDPR regulations [34]. The survey was conducted between 24 February 2021
and 1 March 2021. The full survey consisted of 18 questions combining multiple-choice
and open-ended questions pertaining to types of outdoor nature areas visited, purpose of
the visits, frequency of visits and change of frequency during the last one and a half years,
activities pursued, as well as overall satisfaction with the recreational amenities in the
area, including suggestions for their improvement. One interactive question with a PPGIS
element (public participatory geographic information system) was included—respondents
were asked to locate their most often visited or favourite nature area on an interactive map
(Open Street map embedded in the survey form) and to place a corresponding point or
“pin”. This process created a set of coordinates, which were assigned uniquely to each
respondent. In addition, we collected demographic data (age, gender, nationality, main
language used at home, place of residence (rural, capital, or other cities), and education
level). Our sample is representative of Latvia’s population in general (Table 1).
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of survey respondents and comparison to the CSB data on
Latvia’s population.

Characteristic Survey Sample
(n = 1500)

Latvia’s Population in 2021
(At the Beginning of the Year) 1

Age (years)

18–24 8% 9% 2

25–34 19% 13%

35–44 20% 13%

45–54 19% 14%

55–64 19% 14%

65–74 14% 21%

Gender

Female 52% 54%

Male 48% 46%

Nationality

Latvian 59% 63%

Other 41% 37%

Main language used at home

Latvian 60% 61% 3

Russian 39% 38% 3

Other 1% 1% 3

Population by place of residence

Urban territories 69% (Riga—33%, other
cities—35%)

68% (Riga—32%, other
cities—36%)

Rural territories 31% 32%

Highest education level attained

Basic education (ISCED level 2) 3% 15% 4

Secondary education, vocational
education, professional secondary

education (ISCED level 2–3)
43% 53% 4

Higher education (ISCED
level 5–8) 54% 29% 4

1 Source: CSP, 2021; 2 Age group; 15–24 years; 3 in 2017; 4 Population aged 15 and over by educational attainment
at the beginning of 2020 (excludes 3% of population aged 15 who have not yet attained the basic education level).

We used R for statistical analysis and visual representations of our results [35]. We
assessed the impacts of COVID-19 on recreational habits of different respondent groups
with the Pearson’s chi-squared test. This test is utilised for independence comparisons
between two variables in a contingency table in order to find significant relations. From
the total valid responses (n = 1500), the analysis would not be conducted on respondent
answer rows which answered the first (validating) question (“Why do you visit nature
areas?”) with the answer “I do not visit nature areas”, thus automatically skipping most of
the relevant analysis questions—these rows would be considered as NA. The Tidyverse
and CGP packages were used to conduct the cross tabulation and final analysis.

We utilised ArcGIS Pro software for analysing the spatial component of the survey.
Raw point coordinate data was imported together with the relevant survey questions
directly into ArcGIS. A quality check was done to ensure that respondents (who had
previously answered the validating question with a positive answer) had placed their
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selected points within the borders of Latvia (removing false, error-based or irrelevant points
for the purpose of our study). No other spatial data manipulations were made during the
final import. Thus, the total number of valid public participatory GIS component data
points in our survey was n = 1039.

To determine the spatial clustering of nature area visits, we utilised the Getis-Ord
Gi* statistic through the Optimised Hotspot Analysis tool in ArcGIS Pro. The method
identifies statistically significant spatial clusters of high values, or “hot spots”. Inputs
in this study were the survey data points joined spatially with tessellated hexagon grids
covering the whole study area (cell size: 10 km). The analysed field for determining hot
spots was the count of data points in each hexagon cell. The distance band for determining
hotspots in the grid was set to 10 km. This parameter determines the search area in
the neighbourhood of adjacent hexagon cells. We chose this distance to have a broader
visualisation of hotspot distribution—lowering this distance band value would increase
the amount of more concentrated, smaller hotspots throughout the study area.

CORINE Land Cover 2018 was used to assess the spatial spread of respondent data
points across aggregated land use categories. In total, 8 CORINE land cover classes were
aggregated from a total number of 28 classes (Table 2). Additionally, to create visual
material, we used data obtained from the Nature Protection Agency of Latvia, the LVM
GEO platform, and the GIS Latvia dataset, developed by Envirotech.

Table 2. Aggregated CORINE landcover classes used in the study.

Combined CORINE Class Used Original CORINE Classes

Urban areas
Continuous urban fabric/Discontinuous urban

fabric/Industrial or commercial units/Road and rail
networks and associated land/Ports

Green urban areas Green urban areas

Agricultural areas

Non-irrigated arable land/Fruit trees and berry
plantations/Pastures/Complex cultivation

patterns/Land principally occupied by agriculture,
with significant areas of natural vegetation

Forest areas Broad-leaved forest/Coniferous forest/Mixed
forest/Transitional woodland-shrub

Natural grasslands Natural grasslands

Coastal areas Beaches, dunes, sands/Sea and ocean

Peatlands Inland marshes/Peat bogs

Water bodies Water courses/Water bodies

3. Results
3.1. Purpose of Nature Visits

Of all the respondents (n = 1500), 1152 (or 77%) people visit nature areas, but 348 people
(or 23% of all respondents) do not. Of those who visit nature areas, an absolute majority
(95%) visit them for recreational purposes. The other 6% who do not seek recreation in
nature for themselves, visit nature areas to bring someone else there. For 3% of nature area
visitors, visits are related to their work. A small number, 2% of nature area visitors, have
listed other reasons: living in nature areas, picking berries and mushrooms, walking the
dog, hunting, participating in orienteering competitions, exercising, taking photos, and
geocaching (Figure 2). These can be considered duplicates for the next series of questions
in the survey.
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Despite the slightly higher representation of women in the respondent pool (52% vs.
48%), there is still a general trend of more women than men visiting nature areas (54% vs.
46%) in nearly all age groups, except 45–54 year olds, where the proportion of men visiting
nature areas substantially exceeds that of women.

Respondents living in rural areas tend to be less interested in visiting nature areas,
while inhabitants of the capital, Rı̄ga, are most interested in nature visits. Of all respondents
living in Rı̄ga, 81% indicated that they visited nature areas. For other cities, this percentage
was 77%, but for rural areas it was 72%. People who speak Latvian at home tend to visit
nature areas more (58% of respondents, as compared to 41% of respondents who use the
Russian language at home).

3.2. Frequency of Visits to Nature Areas

The most reported frequency of nature area visits is two-three times per month and also
less than once a month (24% of respondents in both cases). A total of 19% of respondents
visit nature areas several times per week, 18% of respondents—once a week, and 15% of
respondents—once a month. Nature visits together with family and children are slightly
more frequent, referring to 48% of those respondents who visit nature areas at least once a
week, to 51% of those who visit nature areas one to three times per month, and to 44% of
those who visit nature areas less frequently than once per month.

People living in Rı̄ga tend to form the largest share of those who visit nature areas
once a month or less frequently (38–41%), but among those who visit nature areas several
times a week, inhabitants of rural areas constitute the highest share (42%).

3.3. Types of Visited Areas

Forest areas with and without specific recreational amenities are the most popular
destinations of nature visits (mentioned by 30% and 27% of respondents, respectively),
closely followed by the coast of the Baltic Sea (26%) and other waterbodies (21%). Forest
parks (mostly located in urban or peri-urban areas) are the next most popular destinations
(16%). Wetlands, grasslands and other nature areas are each mentioned by 4% of the
respondents (Figure 3). “Other” was specified mainly as country cottages with gardens,
parks, botanical gardens, roads with little traffic, cycling and skiing trails, as well as an
industrial area (promenade along Riga hydropower plant).
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Forest areas with specific amenities tend to be visited slightly more often. Families
with children are the most frequent visitors to both types of forest areas, but areas with
recreational amenities seem to be favoured to a greater extent. This group constitutes
52% of all visitors to areas with recreational amenities and 42% of all visitors to areas
without recreational amenities. Areas without recreational amenities are more favoured
by individual visitors as compared to areas with amenities (39% vs. 19%, respectively).
Few respondents choose to visit both types of forest areas—only 3% of those visiting areas
with amenities also visit areas without them, and the percentage is the same if the types of
destinations are reversed. We asked respondents to indicate the two most frequently visited
types of nature areas, and the most frequent pairings with forests with specific recreational
amenities were the coast, forest parks, and other waterbodies, but the most frequent
pairings with forests without specific recreational amenities were other waterbodies and
the coast. Generally, pairings occurred less in the second case.

3.4. Recreational Activities

The most frequently pursued recreational activities in outdoor areas are walks (also
walks together with children or walks with dogs), nature observation, foraging, and
meditation (Figure 4).
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Generally, walks tended to be more popular among women than among men (58% vs.
42% of respondents), and exactly the same trend was true for walks with children. Cycling,
as well as jogging and orienteering, tended to be more popular among men (57% vs. 43%
and 56% vs. 44% of respondents). Foraging, nature observation and meditation, and
contemplative practices were somewhat more popular among women, but the differences
were hardly overwhelming (53% vs. 47%, 55% vs. 45%, and 56 vs. 44%, respectively). The
recreational activity that was most explicitly gendered was hunting and fishing—pursued
by 79% of male respondents and 21% of female respondents.

Different recreational activities are pursued to a different extent in various stages of
life, moreover, trends differ by gender. For example, for women, engagement in meditation
and contemplative practices is more evenly distributed across all age groups, while for
men, this type of outdoor recreation seems to be most important at the age of 45–54 years
(Figure 5B). In addition, interest in active recreation, taking cycling as an example, differs
across age groups. Among men, it is most popular at the age of 35–44 years, but among
women—in the previous life decade (Figure 5A). The interest and/or engagement in walks
with children for women markedly rises in the age group 25–34 years and is even slightly
higher during the next ten years. For men, there is a delay—engagement in this activity
peaks at the age group 35–44 years (Figure 5C). Foraging for non-wood forest products
(mainly berries and mushrooms) is more popular among older people of both genders, and
at a younger age (18–35 years) it is pursued more often by women than by men (Figure 5D).
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(A)—cycling, (B)—meditation and contemplative practices, (C)—walks with children, (D)—foraging.

3.5. Observed and Stated Impacts of COVID-19 on Recreational Activity

We inquired whether the respondents had increased the number of visits to nature
areas after March 2020 and examined four main possible factors for the distribution of
answers: type of residence (capital city, other urban areas, and rural areas) and three
demographical factors—gender, age, and education. We utilised cross-tabulated chi-square
analysis and compared the resulting χ2, Cramer’s V and p values (Table 3). Even though
Cramer’s V values were low to medium, the results indicated that, comparatively, the most
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important influencing factors for change in visits to nature areas after March 2020 were the
respondents’ indicated type of residence (capital city Rı̄ga, vs. other cities and rural areas)
and age. Both of these factors are statistically significant (p < 0.001). Respondents from
Rı̄ga (capital city, major urban centre) reported both an increase and a decrease of nature
visits more frequently than respondents from other types of residence.

Table 3. Evaluation of the changes of frequency of nature visits due to COVID-19.

Increased
Frequency

No
Change

Decreased
Frequency χ2 Cramer’s V p Value

Region

20.03 0.09 <0.001
Rı̄ga (n = 406) 30% 52% 19%

Rural areas (n = 338) 20% 67% 13%

Other cities (n = 408) 22% 64% 14%

Age

47.88 0.14 <0.001

18–24 (n = 104) 29% 60% 12%

25–34 (n = 239) 32% 56% 13%

35–44 (n = 245) 31% 57% 12%

45–54 (n = 226) 25% 60% 15%

55–64 (n = 201) 13% 63% 24%

65–74 (n = 137) 12% 71% 18%

Gender

9.05 0.09 0.011Male (n = 534) 21% 65% 14%

Female (n = 618) 27% 56% 17%

Education

10.17 0.07 0.038
Primary (n = 32) 28% 53% 19%

Secondary (n = 464) 20% 61% 18%

Higher (n = 656) 27% 60% 13%

We also asked respondents whether they have observed increased visitor numbers in
nature areas. Slightly more than half (51%) of all respondents found that visitor numbers
had increased in their favoured or most often visited nature area. 22% had observed no
increase but 27% found it difficult to determine.

3.6. Spatial Analysis of Map Points of Respondents’ Most Visited Nature Areas

Out of 1039 survey data points representing respondents’ most visited nature areas
in 2020, 277 were placed in nature protection areas (considered to be visited for their
designation as such areas). A total of 301 points were in the vicinity of major urban areas
(delineated by the polygon features of the municipality).

Based on the CORINE Land Cover 2018 raster data layer, we identified that 450 points
were located in a combined land cover class of broadleaved/coniferous/mixed forest and
transitional woodland-shrub, while 199 points were placed in areas defined as continuous
or discontinuous urban fabric. A total of 193 points were placed in rural areas defined as
non-irrigated arable lands, pastures, and complex cultivation patterns. Green urban area
land cover accounted for the placement of 69 points. Water courses and water bodies had
50 points. Coastal areas (combined class of beaches, dunes, and sea areas) had 46 points.
Peatland marshes and bogs accounted for 32 points. This analysis should not be compared
directly to the respondents’ answers on their defined recreational area, but it provides a
similar picture of the spatial spread of favourite/most visited nature areas—forest areas
and urban areas are dominant throughout. Respondents indicating visits to urban areas, or



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8478 10 of 15

some of the most popular nature areas generally indicated that they had observed increased
visitor numbers (Figure 6).
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The results of the spatial analysis clearly indicated several hotspots of nature visits
(Figure 7). The hotspots concentrate in/around urban areas, most explicitly, the capital
Rı̄ga, but also the next largest cities Daugavpils, Liepāja, Ventspils, Jelgava, and Rēzekne.
Another important type of recreational hotspot is located in nature parks and protected
areas, for example, Gauja National Park, K, emeri National Park, and also Engure Lake
Nature Park. Another frequently visited venue is Tērvete Nature Park, located in a state
forest and providing a wide range of recreational opportunities and zones with various
degrees of recreational amenities. There is no clear indication of whether recreational points
of interest (managed by state forests and other agencies) have an impact on the distribution
of hotspots. Several nature park areas contained no generated hotspots.
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4. Discussion

In general, positive effects of outdoor recreation on health have been recognised in a
number of studies globally [36–38] and also in Latvia where a health study of elderly people
provided evidence that cycling, skiing, or Nordic walking increased positive emotions (joy,
excitement) and reduced negative emotions (anger, sadness) [39]. Another, more recent
study by Mezgaile et al. [40] that conducted on-line surveys and focus group discussions
among youth groups visiting a biosphere reserve in Latvia indicated that nature visits help
respondents to socialise and escape from their daily routine, as well as serve as a stress-
reducing activity. Our results and research premise were focused on a clear understanding
of the beneficial effects of outdoor recreational activities in the context of social distancing
and other COVID-19 pandemic pressures in Latvia.

A number of recent studies globally [10,41,42] indicate an increase in nature visits
during the pandemic and its restrictions. This is true in Latvia as well; and, according
to our results, nature visits are especially important for urban dwellers, markedly so for
inhabitants of the capital city Rı̄ga, even though their visits may be slightly less frequent
than those from other types of residence. Nearly a quarter of all our respondents have
tended to spend more time in nature since March 2020. Half of all respondents also indicated
that they have noticed an increase in visitor numbers in the nature area they mostly use for
recreation. Specific comments received as responses to open-ended questions pointed in
several directions, as related to the change in recreational habits of those respondent groups
who experienced them. Several comments indicated that going into nature helped “to
clear one’s head” when working remotely. Another motivation for visiting outdoor areas
was the inaccessibility of other recreational venues. There were comments related to the
overall beneficial nature of outdoor visits, as well as a remark that nature areas, especially
forests, provide a higher level of safety during the pandemic. Some respondents, however,
admitted that they avoid more popular recreation areas due to large visitor numbers and
increased epidemiological risks.

Mateer et al. [43] identify five psychosocial factors—perceived risk, social norms,
recommendations from authority, health benefits, and lifestyle adjustments—as constructs
determining individuals’ outdoor recreation behaviours during COVID-19. The comments
received in our survey point towards two of these constructs—health benefits and per-
ceived risk. The study by Lenaerts et al. [11] in Belgium indicated significant mental and
emotional wellbeing aspects, showing that half of the respondents felt more relaxed and
less anxious after visits, regardless of the type of nature area they visited, and our results
point towards similar effects. In the UK, results from Robinson et al. [13] highlight the
increased importance of green spaces and overall positive effects on mental health resulting
from nature area visits during the pandemic. Being in nature has positively impacted
the subjectively perceived well-being of university students in Finland, especially when
confronted with unprecedented stressors, such as COVID-19 [15]. Similar positive effects
were observed among adolescents in the United States [16].

With the onset of the pandemic and resulting restrictions, people’s mobility has been
negatively impacted all over the world [44]. Rice et al. [45] concluded that due to mobility
restrictions, the frequency of visits to nature areas decreased, especially for urban dwellers.
While longer distance travel has been significantly suspended, recreation venues located
closer to urban areas, or even within urban spaces, have become increasingly popular [12],
also for specific activities such as, for example, bird-watching [46]. Our results confirmed
the importance of the accessibility of the recreational venue and, to some extent, also the
existence of certain traditions in the choice of place to visit. People mostly choose either
popular, established recreational venues, such as nature parks, or areas close to large cities
and major roads. Consequently, these areas bear the greatest impact of increased visitor
flows and are subject to a number of negative impacts, such as littering or infrastructure
damage. Several respondents mentioned in the open-ended comments of this survey the
increase in visitor numbers as a negative effect. Another study by Jūrmalis et al. [47]
found that during the winter holiday season 2020/2021, littering, along with forest felling,
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was one of the most often observed negative aspects observed by the visitors of forest
recreational areas.

The engagement of the respondents in different recreational activities depends on
their participation in other aspects of life. Our data suggest that engagement in all types
of outdoor recreation activities for women markedly drops after the age of 34 years. This
trend is likely related to other duties—involvement in family life and raising children.
Generally, differences in engagement tended to diminish with age, and, contrary to Sjögren
and Stjernberg [48], who found that, after the age of 66, increasing age affects the ability
of women to engage in outdoor recreation activities more negatively than that of men, we
did not detect lower participation rates of elderly women (aged 65–74 years) in most of the
outdoor recreation activities.

According to Fagerholm et al. [49], outdoor recreation during the pandemic has
mostly increased in places offering varied cultural ecosystem service benefits. This, again,
highlights the importance of forests, as forest areas either offer multiple ecosystem ser-
vices on their own or constitute part of larger nature areas, such as nature parks, often
designed and maintained to fulfil various ecosystem functions. Forests are definitely
among the most frequently visited nature areas in Europe, as indicated by, for example,
Pichlerová et al. [27], Weinbrenner et al. [50], and Derks et al. [9]. During the onset of the
pandemic, the importance of forest areas, especially urban and peri-urban forests, has
markedly increased [27,42,51]. Our data support these findings. Considering the already
observed changes in the meaning and perception of outdoor nature areas, generally, and
forests, specifically [50], further studies should increasingly apply an interdisciplinary
approach, striving to better understand the formation and shift of links between people and
their environment. In addition, future research should provide practical knowledge how to
manage the green spaces for multiple benefits and avoid or mitigate excessive pressures.

Cultural ecosystem services, including recreational activity opportunities provided by
forests, are intangible and, to a much greater extent, dependent on social constructs than
the other ecosystem service groups [52]. Therefore, their studies are often interdisciplinary
and involve approaches commonly used both in environmental and social sciences. This is
highlighted in our study by employing environmental and geographic data and employing
social studies aspects for the survey.

The existing studies on recreation trends, especially the recent ones focusing on the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, employ datasets of varying coverage and complexity
and utilise different combinations of methods. Surveys are the most frequently utilised
means of data collection, and they may be addressed either to the visitors of specific
nature areas as in the study by, e.g., Grima et al. [10], or to the general population of a
country or region, as, for example, in Morse et al. [12]. In our case, a comprehensive and
nationally representative dataset was available, and we used both descriptive analysis of
survey responses, as well as spatial statistics for identifying the hotspots of most visited
nature areas.

Largely depending on the research aim and focus area, the approaches to survey
deployment and respondent group coverage differ markedly. Some studies share sur-
vey links or paper forms in specific social media spheres, use e-mail lists, or conduct
in person (on-site) interviews, but other studies, including ours, utilise a professional
platform that avoids constraining gathered data to certain specialist or niche groups of
respondents. Instead of focusing on the visitors of some specific recreational area or a
group of people engaged in some specific activity, we were interested in general trends
in outdoor recreation on a national level. Certain issues of a biased population sample
still include the online/electronic aspect, since any kind of computer or smartphone web
survey will exclude parts of the population that do not utilise such devices and services.
Skewness of population distribution in Latvia caused the spatial aspect of our data to be
“absolute”—urban populations in Riga dominate the respondent base, thus, not allowing us
to explore nuanced issues in smaller urban centres and rural areas, which can be considered
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a drawback, though use of specifically targeted regional surveys can be deployed in the
future to examine specific areas of Latvia’s nature tourism and recreational preferences.

A complex set of statistical methods and remote sensing technologies have also been
applied by other studies, for example, by Robinson et al. [13], who encompassed spatial
elements of recreational preference demands and supply, utilising postal code geolocations
of survey respondents and remote sensing technologies, for assessing natural vegetation
around each buffered spatial point of the respondent’s postal code. Considering the GIS
element of our research, we can find similar approaches used in multiple examples [49,51],
though there are no singular ways of gathering recreational activity data. As compared
with data gathering methods such as GPS point collection through trackers or apps, and
sophisticated use of big data (cellular service activity, social media posts), targeted, repre-
sentative map-based surveys can be cost-effective and provide complex blocks of answers
for each individual respondent on a national scale. In terms of spatial data quality, the
respondent might place a point with some degree of error or uncertainty on their part,
but this potential negative can be offset by combining all the other questionnaire blocks
(qualitative textual comments, for example).

Our data highlight the heterogeneous nature of the spatial distribution of recreational
activities on a national scale, suggesting that attention needs to be focused on peri-urban
forests and other natural ecosystems near the major urban centres. Popularisation of
more remote areas could be a solution for balancing recreational pressures on a national
scale. These issues are clearly amplified by the COVID-19 pandemic and serve as possible
precursors for further events. We do not explicitly distinguish between protected/managed
nature areas and public/private areas, to avoid biasing our research towards a certain type
of visitor or type of area. This could provide a broader, holistic view on our data. Moreover,
Latvian results might, to an extent, be attributed to some neighbouring countries or, at least,
serve as a basis for comparison.

5. Conclusions

Visiting frequency to nature areas in Latvia has increased due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and forests, as areas providing multiple ecosystem services, are especially important
green spaces for recreation.

Among the varied activities people pursue in nature areas, walks are evidently the
most popular. Engagement in different recreational activities depends on the respondent’s
age and gender.

Recreational activities are unevenly distributed on a spatial scale in Latvia, concentrat-
ing around urban centres and some of the most popular nature parks, revealing accessibility
and certain cultural traditions as influencing factors.
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