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Today, we are all witnesses of health and social is-
sues such as urban population growth, environmen-
tal degradation and climate change effects. Urban-
isation is connected to increased mortality from 
diseases related to lifestyle such as cancer and heart 
diseases, as well as to higher body mass index and 
cholesterol levels. Our health is also affected by pol-
lution, chemicals and even noise, causing not only 
physical but mental disorders as well. Consequenc-
es of climate change, such as floods, droughts and 
storms, are becoming daily news now and are an 
increasing threat to our security. A warmer climate 
we are experiencing is likely to increase substantially 
the mortality risks associated to poor air quality and 
extreme heat. It is now a widely accepted fact that a 
low quality of living and working environments dam-
ages our health and wellbeing.  Furthermore, a poor 
environmental state comes with costs for the socie-
ty - the economic impact of health problems associ-
ated to the environmental challenges is substantial. 
This represents a challenge for all of us - ordinary 
people, experts and politicians.

The challenge 
• more than €1 trillion is the annual economic burden of health impacts from 
        air pollution in Europe

• 1–3% of total health expenditure in most European countries accounts from 
        obesity

•  up to €300 per European inhabitant per year is the cost of physical inactivity

•  between €1.8 and 3.5 billion per a year by 2030 is the estimate of the direct 
         damage costs to health caused by climate change
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Research shows that people living in a greener envi-
ronment experience less health problems and eval-
uate their health more positively than those living in 
less green environments. In general, there is strong 
scientific and practical evidence that nature has a sig-
nificant role in addressing the health challenges that 
we, the EU citizens, are currently facing. Nature has a 
significant role in prevention, and prevention reduces 
healthcare expenditure.

The solutions that are based on or inspired by nature, 
such as green infrastructure, can offer affordable, rep-
licable and sustainable benefits for a vast number of 
areas affecting public health and social well-being.

How can nature help?

The benefits of nature for our health:
• increased provision of water, food, air and 

medicine
• improved air, water and food quality
• improved climatic conditions
• improved physical health
• improved mental health

• If you grow up/live in microbe-rich environment, you will have fewer 
allergies

• The closer people live to green areas, the lower their mortality 
rates are

• If you spend your time in and around nature, your blood pressure, 
pulse rate and levels of cortisol, the stress hormone, will all be 
reduced

• A 30m tree belt reduces the surrounding noise up to 10 dB(A)

Did you
know ?
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Green infrastructure (GI) is a network of green spac-
es that provides multiple and significant benefits 
both for people and for nature. 

Parks, gardens, tree lines, orchards, woodlands and 
other green spaces (or “green infrastructure ele-
ments”) have always been around us, and are now 
getting more and more popular as growing urban 
population is seeking to reconnect with nature. They 
are present both in urban and rural settings and can 
range from small-scale urban spaces such as green 
yards, indoor gardens and green roofs, to very large 
areas such as nature reserves and extended forests. 

Moreover, the added value of green infrastructure 
is in putting these elements together into a net-
work in order to enhance their connectivity and to 
strengthen the multiple benefits for all living things. 
It also allows creating a framework for a more struc-
tured approach to the management of those benefits. 

What is green infrastructure?

The natural environment is fundamental for human 
health - green infrastructure provides a structure of 
the natural environment that ensures benefits both 
for people and nature - the benefits provided by the 
green infrastructure network are reflected in improved 
health conditions of the human population.

Link nature - health - GI:
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Green infrastructure and health policies:
European examples
In urban environments, the integration of nature into health 
and social policies has been applied in a range of cities across 
Europe which are investing in parks, green roofs, tree-lined 

streets, green corridors and access to protected natural sites 
and in that way supporting the health and wellbeing of their 
citizens. A successful implementation of such cross-sectoral 

policies contributes to creating a reputation of attractive plac-
es to live and work in, which in return brings increased inter-
est in business investments. Outside of urban environments, 

the health benefits of nature have been considered mostly in 
the context of protected areas and sites with unique charac-
teristics such as mud baths or thermal spa centres. 

GI elements and healthcare facilities: Health benefits from nature in urban planning processes:

Italy
hospital connecting children to nature

Meyer Children’s Hospital in Florence with 150 beds was 

designed to create a healing environment for patients 

and landscape alike. The hospital is airy and bright with 

high ceilings and lots of open space, which creates a se-

rene, peaceful setting for young patients and their fam-

ilies. The facility was built into a sloping hill so it causes 

less disruption to the surrounding environment. It fea-

tures a greenhouse, green roofs, gardens and an open 

buffer space with trees. This hospital is strong advocate 

of extra-medical forms of health promotion that contrib-

ute to anxiety and stress reduction and allow children to 

be children even as they are convalescing in a medical 

setting - these include connecting with nature through 

garden therapy. 

Sweden
garden improves mental health, primary care 
costs drop
The Alnarp Rehabilitation garden was created to research 
the role that nature plays in improving the mental health 
of patients. By dividing the garden into different spaces, 
each designed for a specific aspect of mental restora-
tion, patients are able to have their diverse rehabilitation 
needs met. Patients who suffer from severe stress or de-
pression have shown a reduction in their need for con-
ventional health care options while visiting the garden. 
There was also a decrease in the number of visits to their 
doctors and in inpatient psychiatric care. One year after 
rehabilitation, the costs for primary care had dropped by 
28% for the intervention group in Alnarp, while the length 
of hospital stay has dropped by 64%. Patients reported 
improvements in their daily function, general health and 
reduced stress. The ideas and practices have now been 
transferred to other 10 nature based rehabilitation pro-

grams within Sweden. 

Czech Republic
sustainable living in a healthy city

The Healthy City Project was launched in 2001 in Chrudim 

with the aim to increase the overall well-being of the pop-

ulation of the city. This included substantial investments 

in green infrastructure. Chrudim has run a programme 

of greening to deliver health benefits to its citizens and 

visitors, with activities such as investing in arborists to 

care for city trees, developing new public parks, greening 

housing estates, and providing residents with new op-

portunities for outdoor recreation. In general, Chrudim 

benefits from much more residential participation in city 

planning and politics and receives wide support for pro-

moting sustainable living in a healthy city.

Spain
a plan for a sustainable city with a rich biodi-
versity
The Barcelona Green Infrastructure and Biodiversity Plan 

2020 set the goals of the city of Barcelona to become a 

city where natural and urban blend together and enrich 

each other. It also aims to tackle challenges such as cli-

mate change adaptation, changes in population, and 

health. The plan has 5 key aims to address a number of 

health issues including a reduction in noise and air pollu-

tion, more outdoor physical recreation, wider access to 

recreational areas, and new interactions between various 

age groups. Thirteen different elements of green infra-

structure will be built, including green corridors. 
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What can you do?

• Lack of awareness about the relevance of green infra-
structure for physical and mental health;

• Lack of adequate institutional and legal frameworks for 
the deployment of green infrastructure in the function 
of health, especially outside of urban environments and 
protected areas;

• Insufficient financial support and/or incentives from EU 
and national governments for projects that involve green 
infrastructure elements for human health and wellbeing.

• Communicate benefits of nature and green infrastructure 
towards citizens;    

• Compile comprehensive policies that incorporate nature 
for the benefit of the health sector; 

• Promote strategies, plans and investments that take into 
account health, social and wider benefits of nature in or-
der to meet the needs of their citizens;

• Get informed about funding possibilities for the integra-
tion of GI into the health sector, provide this information 
to relevant authorities, businesses and organizations and 
support them in project development;

• Identify, support and promote health-care facilities and 
health-care organizations that work to enhance the bene-
fits of nature for health. 

What is stopping us from
having more nature? 
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Green infrastructure in the EU health-related policies and projects

The EU Health Strategy “Together for Health”

is integrated into Europe 2020, the EU’s 10-year eco-
nomic-growth strategy. The EU Health Strategy rec-
ognizes the importance of dealing with the issues of 
inequities in health that are linked to environmental 
factors, among others. Moreover, in this Strategy the 
environmental policies are indicated among key poli-
cies for the integration with health issues. 
The main instrument to implement the Strategy is 
the Third Programme for the Union’s Action in the 
Field of Health (2014-2020), according to which it is 
necessary to develop actions that tackle the issue of 
health threats from environment and climate change, 
among others, as well as fostering supportive envi-
ronments for healthy lifestyles that take into account 
environmental factors. Several projects that were par-
tially dealing with these issues have been developed 
through the previous, Second Programme for Com-
munity Action in the Field of Health (2008-2013), such 
as: Public Health Adaptation Strategies to Extreme 
Weather Event (PHASE) and Establishment of Environ-
mental Health Information System Supporting Policy 
Making (ENHIS2).

The Healthy Ageing project

developed by the Swedish National Institute of Public 
Health and co-funded by the European Commission, 
has offered a series of recommendations that would 
support healthy ageing. The environment is among 
priority topics for action when it comes to current 
health issues. It is recommended to improve access 
to safe and stimulating indoor and outdoor environ-
ments for older people; access to technology should 
be considered as well as the impact of climate change, 
excessive heat/cold and storms.

“Protecting health in an environment
challenged by climate change:
European Regional Framework for Action”

was adopted by all WHO European Member States 
in 2010. The European Commission has endorsed its 
conclusions, which include the integration of health 
in all climate change mitigation and adaptation meas-
ures, policies and strategies at all levels and in all 
sectors; strengthening of health, social welfare and 
environmental systems and services to improve their 
response to the impacts of climate change; develop-
ing and implementing educational and public aware-
ness programmes on climate change and health; 
collaborating on increasing the health sector’s con-
tribution to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
management of energy and resources in a more effi-
cient manner.
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Current EU funding possibilities for integrating green infrastructure and health

Where can I find further information?

thematic objective 5 - promoting climate change 
adaptation, risk prevention and management- it is 
possible to have dedicated investments for adapta-
tion to climate change which can include developing 
green infrastructure to ensure local/regional adap-
tation to climate change. Specifically, health-care fa-
cilities that are developed through this objective can 
include GI elements. The same objective is present in 
the Cohesion Fund (CF) as well. 

thematic objective 6 – protecting the environment 
and promoting resource efficiency – it is possible to 
develop, implement and monitor elements of GI in 
urban and peri-urban areas through the actions that 
aim to improve the urban environment. For example, 
green areas around health-care facilities or in targeted 
areas with risk population can be developed through 
this objective.

Under the thematic objective 10 - investing in edu-
cation, skills and lifelong learning by developing edu-
cation and training infrastructure, it can be possible to 
educate health professionals on the benefits and the 
importance of green infrastructure for public health.

CEEweb for Biodiversity has vast experience in all 
aspects of green infrastructure, including policy and 
project development, providing training for stake-
holders and implementing projects at local, nation-
al and international level. This experience is further 
maximized and enhanced through our network of 
non-governmental organizations in Central and East-
ern Europe.  We have collected extended knowledge 

on green infrastructure and its beneficial role in pro-
viding human health and wellbeing. You can consult 
our Green Infrastructure Hub with a large number of 
articles and videos at:
www.ceeweb.org/green-infrastructure/
or you can contact our Biodiversity Policy Officer
Biljana Aljinović: biljana.aljinovic@ceeweb.org 

Our personal health, and the health of our economy and 

human society, depends on the continuous supply of vari-

ous ecological services that would be extremely costly 

or impossible to replace.

Convention on Biological Diversity, 2002, p. 4

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)
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