IUFRO TASK FORCE (2007-2011):
FORESTS AND HUMAN HEALTH  
Rationale
Urbanized and industrialized societies today are faced with increasing incidences of poor health, related to modern lifestyles, which cannot be addressed by medicine alone. Contributing factors have been identified as an increasingly sedentary work population, increasing levels of mental stress related to urban living and contemporary work practices, and hazardous environments e.g. air pollution. Natural spaces and natural elements such as forests and trees have been seen as providing opportunities to ameliorate such trends.  In developing countries, forests and trees can help in solving the problems related to hunger and unhealthy living environments.

Forests and trees contribute to sustainable and healthy living environments as well as to individual and public health in many ways. Trees have a potential to restore degraded ecosystems, to provide food, medicinal products and other goods contributing to human health as well as to render health-related environmental services (e.g. shade, protection from air pollution, wind and noise, microclimate improvement, protection of water resources and soil fertility, prevention of soil erosion, mitigation of climate change). Forests and trees counteract stress in human beings, support psychological well-being, capacity and mental health, and speed healing processes. 
More than half of the world's population lives in urban areas and the biggest cities are in developing countries. Forests and trees can mitigate problems related to rapid urbanization.  Many settlers, especially in developing countries, live in poor conditions and will face food insecurity, lack of clean drinking-water, air pollution and unsanitary disposal of waste and sewage. Forests can protect drinking water resources and can assist with processing wastewater and help in erosion control. Trees and urban gardening can provide food as well as enrich the quality of life. Forests and trees have a positive impact on air quality through deposition of pollutants to the vegetation canopy, reduction of summertime air temperatures and reduction of ultraviolet radiation, and they also mitigate the effects of noise.  

Forests and trees have often proved to be counterbalancing the negative effects of stress-ridden societies whose lifestyles are dominated by high technology and virtual worlds. Outdoor recreation has become an important element of a healthy living and a remedy against the deficiencies of a modern life separated from nature. Mental well-being is supported also through the role that places play in establishing personal and community identity. Forests and trees are connected with people's working capacity and social activity and can strengthen social participation and ecologically sustainable lifestyles. People with special needs such as the elderly or those with physical or mental disability often gain therapeutic benefits from activities conducted in natural environments. Forests provide settings for physical exercise and may enhance the positive health effects of physical exercise. 
The forest derived pharmaceuticals, medicinal plants, herbs, fruits, fungi, organic certified products, and other wood and non-wood forest products may have a significant contribution to human health and well-being. A huge variety of edible plants grow in tropical forests. In these areas, forest foods are important for those living in and near the forest, and often for those further away. Nevertheless, the contribution of forests can in some cases be also negative. For example, forests can contain physical hazards, dangerous wildlife and toxic fruits, foliage and fungi, can contribute to the spread of some diseases and can be perceived as threatening and alien places.  

The economic implications of any positive contribution of forests and trees to health are likely to be substantial. Health-care issues are one of the largest expenditures in public budgets of many countries and there is a need to strive for more efficient treatments and methods. On the other hand, forest sector is under pressure in many post-industrialized countries, having to search for alternatives to the traditional wood-production focus. 

Social sustainability is one of the three dimensions of sustainable development and sustainable forest management. Nevertheless, social sustainability has been given little attention in international forest policy and evidently deserves more emphasis. Human health can be seen as important component of this social dimension of forestry. Health is mentioned explicitly in international processes including UNCED (United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, Rio 1992) and the UNCED processes; Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF),  Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF) and United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF).  For this reason, promoting the contribution of forests and trees to human health can in its part enhance the social sustainability of forestry.

Research on the impacts of forests and trees on human health and well-being is so far either limited or is not being fully recorded and therefore needs to be further enhanced and brought to light. Health and the environment each have their own professions and stakeholders and distinctive research cultures. Scientific evidence and understanding in this field requires collaboration between researchers in health, environment and social science as well as close involvement of implementing agencies and practitioners. As for the forest managers the practical consequences of encouraging a greater contribution of forests to public well-being requires managing forests with health needs in mind. Similarly, health professionals and urban planners need to pay attention to the health-promoting effects of trees and forests in their work.

Terms of Reference
The main purpose of the Task Force on Forests and Human Health is to increase and enhance the dialogue between the various actors in this field, such as scientists from different disciplines, implementing agencies, policy-makers, research financiers and other stakeholders. Cross-sectoral co-operation, especially between forest and health professionals, is planned.

The Task Force will have two main focuses linked with forests and human health:
· Priority Area 1. Food and medicinal products
· traditional as well as new products and innovations based on forests (e.g. fruits, fungi, forest-derived pharmaceuticals, health-promoting foods, herbs, organic credentials/organic certified products)

· Priority Area 2. Mental and physical health and well-being
· improving living environments, physical and mental health benefits of forests and trees, processes of the formation of these health effects, forms of trees and forests that are relevant for processes related to health and well-being, therapeutic and cultural aspects of forests and trees, services based on health benefits of forests and trees 
The Task Force on Forests and Human Health adds a global dimension to COST Action E39 and is complementary to ICSU Initiative for Science for Health and Well-being.  IUFRO Unit 6.02.00 will be merged with the Task Force. The geographical scope of the Task Force is global and it will have close collaboration with the IUFRO Task Force "Improving the Lives of People in Forests" that has its focus in developing countries. The Task Force will cover all forests, recognizing that there are likely to be differences in the contributions of forests in remote or wilderness areas and those close to and within urban areas, including urban forests. The term of the Task Force will be 2007-2011. 

Within this context it is proposed that the Task Force will

1) Enhance dialogue, partnership and exchange of information between the various actors related to forests, trees and human health and well-being, such as scientists from different disciplines (e.g. health, forestry, environment, social sciences) policy-makers, implementing agencies and research financiers, by e.g. organizing meetings, workshops or conferences and improving the networking of the stakeholders.

2) Prepare a State-of-Knowledge report and recommend key topics for future research and development in the end of the term of the Task Force. 
3) Promote contacts and collaboration between IUFRO and other organizations on scientific issues related to forests and human health and well-being, such as COST Action E39 and ICSU initiative for Science for Health and Well-being.  

4) Enhance the set-up of innovative, multi-disciplinary, international high-quality partnership research projects on forests, trees, human health and well-being as well as advance the finding of funding opportunities for the research plans.

5) Prepare an annual report on the Task Force activities to the IUFRO Management Committee and Board once a year.

6) Propose to the IUFRO Board follow-up activities that may be taken up by existing or new IUFRO units within the Divisional Structure or through IUFRO Special Projects and Programs.

