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What is Healthy Parks Healthy People?

Healthy Parks Healthy People is a
global movement that recognises
the fundamental connections
between human health and
environmental health.
Growing scientific evidence and generations of
traditional knowledge show that spending time
in nature is good for our mind, body and soul.
Contact with nature is critical for our physical,
mental, social and spiritual health. It has
positive effects on our ability to concentrate,
learn, solve problems and be creative. It boosts
our immune system and helps us relax.
Healthy nature sustains our life, livelihoods and
liveability. Conserving parks for present and
future generations provides inspirational and
therapeutic settings that foster lifelong
connections with nature and each other.

Parks that are valued and maintained are also
fundamental to economic growth and vibrant
and healthy communities. For example, each year
Victoria’s parks may contribute up to $200
million in avoided health care costs through
physical activity in nature. Parks also generate
at least $1.4 billion through park tourism by
supporting 14,000 jobs (‘Valuing Victoria’s
Parks’, Parks Victoria and the Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning, 2015).
Healthy Parks Healthy People aims to unlock the
power of nature and parks for their preventative
and restorative health and wellbeing benefits,
while conserving biodiversity.
For Parks Victoria, Healthy Parks Healthy People
is the very foundation of how we manage
parks and gives us the opportunity to improve
the health of both our parks and communities.
Matthew Jackson
Chief Executive, Parks Victoria
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Wellbeing
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‘Nature is the ultimate foundation of life, our
economy and our aspirations, and underpins our
human existence, cultural identity, health
and prosperity.’
The Promise of Sydney, World Parks Congress 2014
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Why is Healthy Parks Healthy People important?

Unprecedented social,
demographic and environmental
changes pose a number of risks
to the health and wellbeing of
Victorians, creating an increasing
economic burden to governments
and communities.
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We are facing significant challenges from the
continued degradation of our ‘natural capital’,
including soil, water and biodiversity loss,
which underpins healthy ecosystems and
provides the services that sustain our
livelihoods and wellbeing. These systems are
also being placed under increasing pressure
from climate change.
Non-communicable diseases such as diabetes,
cardio-vascular disease, depression and anxiety
are among the fastest growing health and cost
burdens in Victoria. Increasing urbanisation
and changing lifestyles have resulted in more
people spending less time in nature, doing less
physical activity, and becoming more stressed
and socially isolated. For example:

–	More than half of the Australian
population are either sedentary or have a
low level of exercise, leading to an
increased rate of obesity and overweight1
–	Children are exercising less, with just
one-third meeting the benchmark for good
health of 60 minutes of physical activity
per day 2
–	Diabetes is the fastest growing chronic
health condition in Australia with over one
million cases of Type 2 diabetes. More than
100,000 Australians have developed
diabetes in the past year and the majority
of these are preventable through improved
lifestyle3

–	In Australia, it’s estimated that 45 per cent
of people will experience a mental health
condition in their lifetime. In any one year,
around 1 million Australian adults have
depression, and over 2 million have anxiety.
One in five adolescents experience
depression by the time they reach 18 4
–	Social disengagement and isolation
continues to be an increasing concern for
the wellbeing of groups such as youth, new
migrants and rural and remote populations
	
2016 Physical Activity and Sedentary Behaviour: Evidence
Summary, VicHealth

1, 2

3

diabetesaustralia.com.au/about-diabetes

4

beyondblue.org.au

The role of healthy parks for community health
and wellbeing
Parks protect nature and green
space for current and future
generations, enabling people
from all walks of life to connect
with nature.
While we know that parks are critically
important for the conservation of our native
plants and wildlife, and they have many
intrinsic values, less understood are the
numerous tangible economic, social and
environmental benefits that people and
communities receive.
Parks nurture healthy ecosystems and provide
many essential services on which we rely, such
as clean water and air, climate regulation,
pollination of crops and coastal protection.
They also enrich our lives through cultural
heritage, a sense of place and spiritual value.
The rich biodiversity of our parks also contains
many species of cultural and scientific value
to society.

Urban and national parks and waterways
provide essential places for physical exercise,
relaxation, play, learning and discovery. For
children, they help to instil a lifelong
connection with nature.
For example, visitors to Victoria’s parks
annually undertake 37 million short walks,
16 million visits for exercise and fitness,
12 million visits for playing with children,
five million cycling visits, nine million visits for
nature and wildlife observation, two million
camping visits, and ten million visits for
socialising with family and friends. In providing
these settings, parks are a highly cost effective
contributor to preventing and treating a variety
of growing public health issues.
However, there are still many barriers that
prevent some people in the community from
accessing parks and gaining health benefits.
For example, only around 2 per cent of
Victorian primary and secondary school children
currently benefit from Parks Victoria education
programs in parks. People from culturally
diverse communities, people with disabilities
and people from lower socio-economic
backgrounds find it more difficult to access
parks, yet these groups often have poorer
health outcomes, which may benefit from time
spent in nature.
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Recognising and building knowledge and scientific evidence

According to the World Health
Organization ‘health is a state of
complete physical, mental, and
social wellbeing and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity’.
While the cultural knowledge of Traditional
Owners has recognised the critical connection
between Country and health for thousands of
years, the scientific evidence for the health and
wellbeing benefits of contact with nature is
more recent.
Over the last decade the body of scientific
evidence about the connection between
healthy environments and human health and
wellbeing has grown exponentially. Some of
the most recent knowledge reviews include:

–	The Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD)
and the World Health Organization (WHO)
jointly published a ground-breaking review
of the current knowledge about the
connection between biodiversity and human
health: Connecting Global Priorities:
Biodiversity and Human Health. It found
that human health and wellbeing is
dependent on biodiversity and stable
ecosystems including through the provision
of clean water, air quality, food and
nutrition, disaster risk reduction, regulation
of immune function, mental health,
infectious disease regulation and medicines.
–	A recent State of the Evidence review by
Deakin University stated that ‘overall the
evidence connecting parks and health is
substantial, offering strong justification for
promotion of, and investment in, parks as
settings that enhance health and wellbeing
of community members across their
lifespan’. It noted that the current evidence
is greatest for the physical benefits of
exposure to nature but also substantial for
mental health and social connection benefits.
–	A 2016 evidence review by WHO, Urban
Greenspaces and Health, concluded that
there are many public health benefits from
contact with nature, such as relaxation and
stress reduction, enhanced physical activity,
and mitigation of exposure to air pollution,
excessive heat, and noise as well as other
harmful factors.
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The evidence highlights that access to nature
and greenspace has an important role in
contributing to the prevention of noncommunicable or ‘lifestyle’ diseases, but
increasing evidence also suggests that the
healing and restorative properties of nature
help recovery from illness and injury and
prevention of further disease.
Likewise protecting biodiversity through sound
management of ecosystems, including parks, is
itself a protective health measure. Ecosystem
degradation affects water and air quality
leading to adverse health effects. And the
reduction of biodiversity increases the
likelihood of outbreaks of infectious disease.
While recognising that the body of evidence to
support Healthy Parks Healthy People is strong,
there are still knowledge gaps to be filled.

Visitors to Victoria’s parks annually undertake
37 million short walks, 16 million visits for exercise
and fitness, 12 million visits for playing with children,
five million cycling visits, nine million visits for nature
and wildlife observation, two million camping visits,
and ten million visits for socialising with family and
friends. In providing these settings, parks are a highly
cost effective contributor to preventing and treating
a variety of growing public health issues.
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‘As a medical doctor and public health scientist, it is
my professional opinion that conservation biologists
can actually save more lives, promote more wellbeing
and prevent more illness than the health sector.’
Dr Jonathon Patz MD MPH, Professor and Director of Global and Environmental
Health, University of Wisconsin. Statement made at World Parks Congress 2014
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Parks as a nature-based solution to Victoria’s
environmental and social challenges
In our rapidly changing world,
new solutions are needed to
respond to current trends in
biodiversity loss, population
growth and change, urban
expansion, climate change,
lifestyle alterations, technology
developments and declining
public health and community
wellbeing.

The increasing awareness of the importance of
healthy nature for human health and wellbeing
was recognised at the 2014 World Parks
Congress through The Promise of Sydney 5 and
more recently at the 2016 World Conservation
Congress and the 2016 meeting of the Parties
to the Convention on Biological Diversity.
These global forums all emphasised that
conservation and sustainable development will
increasingly need to:
–	engage with and learn from Indigenous
peoples about wellbeing benefits from
nature and provide opportunities for
Indigenous peoples to connect to natural
places that are special to them for health
and wellbeing
–	engage and connect with more diverse
constituents to provide opportunities for
people to gain the benefits of being
in nature
–	build new partnerships to accelerate
transformational change by placing nature
at the heart of human health, wellbeing,
security and prosperity
–	bring together natural resource experts,
medical scientists, urban and regional
planners, educationalists, economists and
others to recognise, quantify and maximise
the many health and wellbeing benefits to
society from parks and nature

5

The Promise of Sydney (www.iucn.org)
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The Victorian Government has also recognised
the connection between environmental and
human health through its biodiversity planning,
noting that a healthy environment provides
vital life-sustaining resources, and underpins
many of the productive activities that generate
value for Victorians. It highlights that we all
need to work together – across government,
business and the community – to ensure that
we have a healthy environment to support a
healthy society.
Likewise, the Government’s Victorian Public
Health and Wellbeing Plan 2015-2019
highlights the importance of creating liveable
neighbourhoods to improve health and
wellbeing, and recognises that interacting with
nature contributes to a reduction in chronic
disease risk factors, increases social inclusion
and builds strong communities. Parks and
open spaces make important contributions to
healthier, active communities and improved
mental health of Victorians.

To achieve our desired outcomes of healthier
parks for healthier people, we need to engage
the breadth of our diverse community in parks
for fun, enjoyment, learning, valuing and caring
for parks. We need to look for ways in which
parks become increasingly relevant, respected
and valued in the daily lives of all people.
By managing our parks with this understanding
in mind, Victorians will appreciate the wide
ranging benefits and relevance of parks each
and every day. As community awareness about
the critical importance of nature to human
health and wellbeing increases, people will
advocate, care, invest in, and act for the health
of parks.
Figure 1, to the right, outlines how park
management programs contribute to park and
human health outcomes.

A city of well-connected, attractive green spaces that offer safe
opportunities for urban residents for active mobility and sports as well
as for stress recovery, recreation and social contact, is likely to be more
resilient to extreme environmental events, such as heat waves... Such a
city is also likely to have healthier citizens, reducing demands on health
services and contributing to a stronger economy.
World Health Organization, 2016
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Healthy Parks Healthy People framework
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Our Healthy Parks Healthy People
commitments
Healthy Parks Healthy People is the foundation
of Parks Victoria’s approach to park
management, recognising the critical
connection between nature and the physical,
mental, social and economic health and
wellbeing benefits that parks provide
individuals and communities.
We will work with our many partners to
activate more opportunities for Victorians and
visitors to connect with nature, enabling the
health and wellbeing benefits of nature and
open space to be equitably shared.
We will lead and partner in implementing
Healthy Parks Healthy People programs
through cross-sector partnerships, park plans,
programs in parks and knowledge sharing.
Through our conservation, education and
recreation activities we will maximise
opportunities for people’s physical, mental,
cultural, spiritual and social health and
wellbeing benefits as well as contribute to the
economic wellbeing of local communities.
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Our priorities for Healthy What’s next?
Parks Healthy People
Parks Victoria’s priorities for
Healthy Parks Healthy People will
be focussed on five areas
Build cross sector partnerships with the
conservation, health, community, education
and tourism sectors to ensure that the benefits
of nature and parks are recognised in policies,
plans and programs, including establishing
cross-sector funding support for health and
wellbeing programs in parks.

Parks Victoria is actively seeking
partners to support, advocate
and grow Healthy Parks Healthy
People in parks. We are open to
new and innovative ideas. Your
input and involvement will help
shape the future. For further
information, contact 13 1963 or
go to www.parks.vic.gov.au.

Facilitate and enable community
activation programs in parks to benefit
healthier ecosystems and healthier communities.
This involves growing and diversifying education,
volunteering, and attracting under-represented
groups. These groups include Indigenous
communities, people with a disability, culturally
diverse communities, socio-economically
disadvantaged groups, older people, children,
youth (including youth at risk) and women.
Progressively revitalise park infrastructure
to ensure that parks offer diverse and inclusive
opportunities for people to access and
experience nature to improve their health and
wellbeing.
Build knowledge and evidence by working
with researchers and Traditional Owners to
further strengthen the knowledge and evidence
for the health benefits of parks and nature.
Grow awareness and advocacy of the
benefits of healthy nature for people’s health
and wellbeing and promote the universal right
to access nature for health.
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Healthy Parks Healthy People case studies

Access to nature for all abilities

Parks for mental health respite

All-terrain wheelchairs, such as TrailRiders and
beach wheelchairs, are being provided free of
charge by Parks Victoria and partners to enable
visitors with physical disabilities to explore
areas such as beaches and bushwalking trails
that would otherwise be inaccessible to them.
This allows people with limited mobility to
reconnect with the natural environment and
explore areas they previously could only dream
of visiting.

The burden of care for people with disabilities
often falls to family members. BrainLink, an
organisation dedicated to improving the quality
of life of people affected by brain disorders such
as stroke or acquired brain injury, is partnering
with Parks Victoria to support carers.

All-terrain wheelchairs are in use at a range of
regional, metropolitan and national parks.
Parks Victoria, in partnership with local
governments, is working to expand the
number and locations of these specialised
wheelchairs to give more people with
disabilities access to parks.
A Sherpa Volunteer Program provides trained
chair operators to assist in pushing/pulling the
visitor in the TrailRider chair on many of the
spectacular park trails of the Grampians
National Park. The additional physical
assistance provided by volunteers makes it
possible for park visitors to access park trails
that would not be possible without several
chair operators. Participants report a significant
improvement in wellbeing.
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Programs are designed to allow carers to spend
time in nature and include activities such as
group walks, laughter yoga, art therapy and
relaxation exercises. This allows carers to reap
nature’s health benefits, such as reduced stress
and anxiety, while being physically active and
having the opportunity to socialise with others.

Each year Victoria’s parks may contribute up to
$200 million in avoided health care costs through
physical activity in nature. Parks also generate at least
$1.4 billion through park tourism by supporting
14,000 jobs.
A guide to Healthy Parks Healthy People
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Healing through community
building at Werribee Park
Parks Victoria is working with refugees and
migrants to enable opportunities for
volunteering in a horticulture program.
Participants are taught important practical skills
while improving their language acquisition,
thereby opening up employment opportunities.
This program gives people from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds the chance
to participate in the community they now call
home while providing them with the benefits
that come from spending time outdoors,
engaged in meaningful activities, while
keeping physically active. The program has had
major success in reducing social isolation and
helping to heal trauma.

Encouraging active women
Parks Victoria partners with the Coastrek event
to encourage healthy physical activity by women,
in the setting of the spectacular coastal
environment of Mornington Peninsula National
Park. The annual event has become very
popular, attracting around 2000 participants who
walk in nature for either 30 or 60 kilometres.

Bush Kinder
Parks Victoria welcomes bush kinders, which
offer an innovative approach to preschool
education, based on research emphasising the
importance of exposing children to the natural
environment. They provide an outdoor program
without any toys, technological gadgets or
other equipment.
Children are encouraged to find all they need
to have fun in the natural world around them,
and in the process benefit their mental and
physical health, learning through play and
developing social and communication skills
with their peers. Bush Kinders are expanding
across many sites in Victoria.
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Healthy Choices food in parks
Parks Victoria in partnership with Nutrition
Australia and the Department of Health and
Human Services has developed the Healthy
Choices Eating Guidelines to encourage healthier
eating by both staff and visitors. The program
is working with food providers, caterers and
event managers in parks to encourage a
broader range of healthier eating options.

Helping people with autism
connect with parks
Parks Victoria is working with AMAZE to
increase the accessibility of its parks for people
on the autism spectrum. A ‘social script’
resource for children on the autism spectrum
who visit Brimbank Park has been developed to
show children what they may see and
experience during a visit.

Benefits for youth at risk
In south-east Melbourne, Parks Victoria is
partnering with Corrections Victoria to offer
parks as settings for youth at risk of detention
to undertake community work in parks. The
participants work in a healthy outdoor setting
and build skills in environmental protection and
communication. The program has become very
successful with a high demand from participants
and reported improvements in self-esteem.
Elsewhere, Four Wheel Drive Victoria is
working with youth at risk in remote locations
in Victoria’s parks to mentor and build skills
and self-esteem of young people at risk of
moving into the corrections system.
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