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Background

• Urban and peri-urban forests are a key 

resource for public health. 

• UF provide long term health benefits and 

balance health inequalities.

Public health science aims at preventing 

disease, prolonging life and improving quality 

of life through organized efforts and informed 

choices of society.

• Urbanization, problems of stress, sedentary 

lifestyles and loss of nature have increased 

the demand for health benefits of UF. Photo: Mikko Jokinen/Luke
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FORESTS EUROPE Workshop “Forests for Human Health 

– Challenges and Opportunities” 8-9.4, 2019 Wien

- Diplomatic Academy of Vienna, Austria 
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Human health and Sustainable Forest Management –report 2019 

(Marusakova & Sallmannshofer Eds.)
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Outdoor recreation in Finland (2019-2021), data autumn 2020). 
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Outdoor experience has weakened during the pandemic,

p<.0001

I have found a new nature or outdoor recreation activity.

ns.

My ways of using nature areas are more diverse nowadays.

ns.

Nature has become more important place to meet other

people., p<.0001

In the future I'll visit nature more often. p<.0001

I think about the human impact on nature much more

than before the pandemic, p<.0001

Nature has become more important place to be physically

active., p<.0001

Nature has become more important place for reducing

stress., p<.0001

My appreciation for nature has increased. p<.0001

% Fully agree or agree

REPORTED IMPACTS OF COVID-19 ON OUTDOOR RECREATION

Total Male Female
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Managing forests for public health

• Improve accessibility 

• Maintain/Improve the supply of UF 

• Enhance/restore vitality and health 

promoting qualities of forests

• Match with the socio-cultural demands and 

expectations of users

• Integrate forest health benefits with other 

ecosystem services (e.g. biodiversity, 

climate adaptation, circular economy)

-> Multipurpose UF planning &      

management needed
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Photo: Liisa Tyrväinen
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Suggested mechanisms for 

forest health benefits
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Nature

environment

Type, size

Physical activity

Increased PA and 

play outdoors

Stress reduction

and restoration

Psyhcological, 

Physiological

Improved immune

function

Social contacts, 

Interaction or own

time

Nature conctact
Frequency, Length, 

activity

Health & 

Well-being

Reduce exposure to

Noise,

Air pollution

(Tyrväinen et al.. 2018, adapted Hartig et al.  2014)
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Green areas used for physical exercise in Helsinki (Neuvonen et al. 

2019)
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What areas are used in Helsinki, carbon footprint?
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Improving access in Vanhankaupunginlahti

(Old Town Bay), Helsinki

• “Lap of nature” -trail  designed for 

providing well-being benefits

• Helsinki’s largest nature reserve, 338 ha 

designated 1959.

• This bird wetlands has been a notable 

outdooring destination since the 19th 

century. 

• Part of a cross border project 

“Sustainable urban nature routes using 

new IT-solutions” (2016-2018)
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Raising awareness and 

access to information
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Photo: Sanna Elijoki
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Ina Westerlund 2018

Health Forest

Central Hospital, 

Lahti, Finland
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Increased contact with

biodiversity

• Contact with nature affects human microbiota  

that improve human immune function.

-> loss of biodiversity suggested to link to  non-

communicable diseases  such as allergies 

(Hanski et al. 2012). 

• Biodiversity intervention enhances immune 

regulation and health-associated commensal 

microbiota among daycare children (Roslund

et al. 2020).

Photo: Maija Faehnle

Photos: Jere Nieminen
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What kind of forests enhance health benefits

• Individual and cultural differences how forest environments are perceived and used and can be 

accessed in Europe.

• Natural look of forests appreciated and extensive traces of forest management not (e.g.

Gundersen & Frivold 2008; Tyrväinen et al. 2003, 2017).

• Quality and diversity of opportunities for activities

• Recreational infrastructure for the defined target groups (path network, signs, observation 

towers, etc.)

• Mature, mixed forests with good visibility and walkability: large-dimensioned trees 

appreciated (e.g. Frick et al., 2008, Martens et al. 2011). 

• In general people do not prefer dead or fallen trees (e.g. Tyrväinen et al 2003, Gundersen et 

al ., 2017).

• Safety
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What kind of forests are restorative?
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Contains data from the National Land 

Survey of Finland Background map series, 

05/2018



© Luonnonvarakeskus16 24.3.2021

Old-growth forest, age > 120 Young commercial forest, age 40

Mature commercial forest, age 100 Urban recreation forest,  age 95
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Evaluation of forests qualities by participants (Simkin et 

al. 2020)
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Which qualities explained the Perceived

Restorativeness (PRS)

• Beauty was the most important quality that explained PRS-

score in all forests.

• Biodiversity positively explained the PRS-score, (except in 

urban recreation forest). 

• Not all forest qualities need to be present to reach high 

restorativeness

• both a pristine or managed old forest can have high restorative 

values. 
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Dangers and risks

• Important to recognize ‘ecosystem disservices’  that include: 

• Allergenic reactions linked to specific tree species, 

• Pests and pathogens in the forests

• The risk of injuries due to falling limbs or trees, 

• Tick-borne diseases  (e.g. Lyme disease and the tick-borne 

encephalitis).

• Risk of picking up poisonous mushrooms and plants (Tomalak

et al. 2011). 
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PLANNING OF 
NATURE AREAS

LAND USE PLANNING

Strategic

Land use policy Nature area policy

Master planning
Strategic urban forest
planning

Detailed planning

Nature 
manage-
ment 
planning

Construction 
planning

Park 
planning

PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT FOR PUBLIC HEALTH

URBAN NATURE AREAS

Normative

Operative

Applied from Sipilä et al. 2009

-Targets for  different types of UF and UG 
on a city scale

- Secured easy access
- Multiple ecosystem benefits
- Use of experiential data from citizens

-Management provides
e.g. feeling of safety, aesthetic experiences,

naturalness, restorativeness, opportunities for PA.
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How much and what kind of UF is enough?

Too compact city structure leads to

- increased use pressures with negative impacts on 

ecological conditions.  

- increased carbon foorprint of recreational use

Integration of health benefits into urban planning

impact assessments?

- up-dated planning guidelines? 

24.3.2021
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Improved use of  UFBS knowledge in urban planning

and decision-making to find new management solutions
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Source: Dasgupta, P. (2021), The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta 

Review. (London: HM Treasury)
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Thank you!


