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1. Background
1.1
It is recognised by government that human health is affected by the world around us.  The 2004 Choosing Health white paper states,

‘The environment we live in, our social networks, our sense of security, socio-economic circumstances, facilities and resources in our local neighbourhood can affect individual health.’
1.2
The evidence that the physical environment, in particular the natural environment, has a beneficial effect on health is increasing. Contact with the natural environment can directly and indirectly, by encouraging physical activity and social contact, improve health.  

1.3
It has been suggested that for every 10 per cent increase in greenspace the health gains for the local population are equivalent to an increase of 5 years in age.  The natural environment may also have a role to play in tackling obesity as research from across Europe found people living in areas with high levels of greenery to be three times more likely to be physically active and 40 per cent less likely to be overweight or obese than those living in areas with low levels of greenery.
1.3
Primary Care Trusts are in a unique position that enables them to integrate efforts designed to promote the local environment and efforts to promote a lifestyle which would reduce the risk of chronic disabling disease.
1.4
The NHS can promote walking and activity but this is facilitated by the physical environment surrounding us and it is in this area that the NHS can have a huge impact on the physical environment of its local population.
2.
The NHS Forest
2.1
The NHS Forest is a plan to create a forest of 1.3 million trees, one for every NHS employee. The forest can be made up of trees planted both on the NHS campus and off campus.


2.3
In rural areas local landowners can be asked to donate small parcels of land, and in addition to this the Woodland Trust, Natural England and the Forestry Commission also have land that they want to offer. This land is not only for donated saplings to be planted but also for NHS staff and patients to become involved in voluntary ‘green gym’ activities, improving the environment and improving their own health while doing so.
2.4
Exposure to the natural environment has generally been found to have positive benefits for mental and physical health. Studies have found that people with access to nearby nature are generally healthier than those without.  It has been suggested that mental health is generally better in rural rather than urban areas, but that populations in urban areas with gardens and greenspace have fewer mental health problems

2.5
An Australian review of the empirical, theoretical and anecdotal evidence concluded that contact with nature specifically impacts positively on blood pressure, cholesterol, outlook on life and stress reduction.   The natural environment has also been found to benefit well-being; a literature review concluded that the human response to nature includes feelings of pleasure and interest and a reduction in anger and anxiety.  

2.6
Action to improve health and reduce health inequalities by ensuring that our natural environment is protected and enhanced and that our communities are built and maintained to be truly sustainable should be part of the NHS core business
3
Recommendations

3.1
The recommendation* is for each Chair of an NHS organisation in the South West to make a commitment to create part of the NHS Forest with the number of mature trees equal to the number of staff. 
* Since writing NHS Gloucestershire has made the commitment to plant 3300 trees to account for the number of staff at NHS Gloucestershire
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