A new IUFRO Task Force to tackle issues of Forests and Health

IUFRO has launched a Task Force on Forests and Human Health (ForHealth). The kick-off meeting was held in connection with the IUFRO Division VI Symposium, 14-20 August, in Finland. The TF will cover the effects of forests and trees on mental and physical health as well as health-related forest products
There are numerous active players in this field already. For example, CIFOR has its Forest and Human Health Initiative. Therefore our main purpose is not so much to create new research programmes but to foster dialogue between all the existing players: scientists of different specialties, implementing agencies, policy-makers, research financiers and others. 
We would like to see a proliferation of cross-sectoral co-operation, especially between forest and health professionals. This is a major challenge, indeed, as these two specialties only rarely meet but each has symposia, conferences and publication series of their own. If, after 2011, medical scientists more often than today, find value-added in cooperation with forest scientists, and the other way around, we have succeeded in our effort.
We want to create greater awareness, not only among professionals but also the general public, of these issues and of the importance of forests for the continued well-being of mankind on this planet.
We seek that goal by organizing meetings in cooperation with other actors, and publish a newsletter and a number of reports. We are going to build a networking portal where all interested parties can see who the others are and what they are up to. We gather information on best practices and produce a state-of-the-art report by 2011. It will provide a good point of departure for projects and work groups that will carry on the work. 
Strategically, we see two parallel avenues of action: to maximize the health benefits of forests and to manage the health-related risks. We look forward to a visionary project with great emphasis on the future.

The Coordinator of the TF is professor Hannu Raitio, Director General of the Finnish Forest Research Institute (Metla). The Deputy Coordinator is Dr. Matti Rousi, of Metla.

Says Raitio: "The importance of the human-forest interaction has been great for almost all civilizations and cultures of the world. For example, numerous locally or even globally important medicins are based on chemicals from the forest. They will be needed also in the future."
Adds Matti Rousi: "Recently there has been a growing awareness of the possibilities that forests offer in the way of mental health and well-being. We have to manage forest-related health risks and benefits in a balanced way." 
All interested persons and parties are invited to contact the coordinator or the deputy (firstname.surname@metla.fi ). Several subgroups are planned around more specific topics. 
Our next major meeting will be held in connection with the IUFRO board meeting in Nairobi, April 28th to May 2nd, 2008. Regional meetings are planned also in Asia, the Americas and Europe.

