
Human beings are an integral and inseparable part of the natural world. Our existence and health 

ultimately depends on the integrity and functioning of ecosystems. This URBES factsheet presents 

research findings and policy recommendations which underline the value of biodiversity and 

ecosystem services in building and protecting physical and mental health. Within and around 



Biodiversity 
and health
Biodiversity is one of the primary foundations for 
human physical and psychological health and well-
being. The benefits which biodiversity and ecosystem 
services can bring to people are numerous and 
occur at many levels. Not only are biodiversity and 
ecosystem services fundamental to life with the 
provision of air, water and other essential resources, 
they also contribute to climate regulation and thus 
provide people with a favourable living environment. 
The services supported by biodiversity and 
ecosystems also include the provision of resources for 
curing and preventing human health problems, such 
as allergies and asthma. Not least, nature is a source 
of inspiration and relaxation for people with positive 
impact on mental health. 

Improvement of air quality 
There is some evidence that trees in urban areas help remove air pollution and improve urban air quality. A study in 
55 U.S. cities and the entire nation, showed that air quality improvement due to trees is relatively low (< 1 %), but 
that the actual magnitude of pollution removal can be significant (typically hundreds to thousands of metric tons of 
pollutants per city per year) (Nowak et al, 2006). 

Urban forest and green space management can provide a viable means to naturally ensure good air quality and 
help meet clean air standards as required by legislation. For instance, for many cities in the European Union, the 
accepted levels of exposure to particulate matter included in the European Union Ambient Air Quality Directive 
have proven extremely difficult to comply with. Improved green infrastructure can contribute to lower exposure 
levels and help meet the standards.

A wide range of benefits
A study by UNESCO, SCOPE and UNEP states that 
biodiversity supports health and well-being by:

•	 providing food, clean air, water and other essential 
resources for life; 

•	 preventing the emergence and spread of pests and 
disease agents;

•	 supplying medical and genetic resources to prevent 
illness and provide suitable cures;

•	 maintaining psychological health by providing 
opportunities for recreation, creative outlets, 
therapeutic spiritual retreats, and cognitive 
development. 

Other frequently mentioned benefits are: improved air 
quality and reduction of pollution, asthma reduction, 
allergy prevention and immunity increase, regulation of air 
temperature and reduction of the urban heat island effect, 
regulation of the water cycle, stress and crime reduction 
thanks to positive effects of nature on the human mind. 

www.urbesproject.org
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Contact:
 
Thomas Elmqvist
Stockholm Resilience Centre
Kräftriket 9A
11419 Stockholm, Sweden
Tel: +46 (0)705264806
info@urbesproject.org
www.urbesproject.orgThis factsheet is part of a series of factsheets produced by the URBES project. P
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