Kick-off meeting of the Expert Group on Human Health and Well-being
According to statistics, 96 percent of the people in Europe visit forests in their leisure time. 90
percent of them also indicate positive effects of forest visits on the personal health. These and
other interesting facts are part of the international research report on the social aspects of
sustainable forest management, with particular emphasis on the impact and benefits of forest
and forest products on human health and well-being that formed the background for the kickoff meeting of the FOREST EUROPE Expert Group on Human Health and Well-being, which
took place on 23 and 24 January 2018 in Bratislava. The meeting was attended by 15 experts
from 10 European countries.
The introduction part of the of the meeting included the presentation of the FOREST EUROPE
process, its missions and the main points of the Work programme, in which FOREST EUROPE
will seek ways to strengthen the social aspect of sustainability with particular emphasis on
awareness raising about the benefits of forests on human health, well-being as well as by means
of forest related education. This part was followed by presentation of expert group members
and their work, with an emphasis on the presentation of successful and well-functioning
practical examples as well as the definition of the main challenges related with the given topic.
“One of the major challenges for forestry is the question how to safeguard supply of nature
areas within urban growth centers with heavy land use pressures. Also, large scale studies on
health benefits of nature within medical sciences are still very limited,” said Liisa Tyrväinen
from Natural Resources Institute Finland (LUKE). The idea of closer cooperation with the
health sector was supported by a majority of the experts involved. “The problem, however, is
that health service is overstretched - too focused on treating illness and less on prevention,”
stated Liz O’Brien from United Kingdom. The stay in forest environment contributes to
reducing stress, lowering blood pressure or increasing parasympathetic activity. These, as well
as other positive effects, act preventively and reduce the risk of civilization diseases.
During the kick-off meeting, participants discussed and decided on the roadmap and future
steps of the expert group. The Expert group shall guide and prepare an international workshop
on social benefits of forests contributing to human health and well-being. The expert group
members will play the role of a steering committee responsible for the workshop preparation.
Based on research report data and workshop outcomes, the Expert group shall identify the
recommendations for the integration of social aspects into Sustainable Forest Management (e.g.
how to benefit from positive effects of forests on human health within the forest sector, or how
to maximise potential of forests and forests sector to contribute to human well-being). The final
outcome of the Expert group should be a publication containing facts, figures, best practices
and policy recommendations for policymakers.
More information about Expert group are available here and more information about kick-off
meeting can be found here.

