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HEALTH, ECOSYSTEM SERVICES, 
AND PROTECTED AREAS 

By 

Jeffrey A. McNeely 



 

Ecosystem services 

support protected 

areas 
 



 
 

Habitat destruction opens up opportunities for 
genetic exchange of viruses, leading to new 
diseases (the main mechanism for the 
emergence of new influenza epidemics)  

PA MANAGEMENT ISSUES ARE  
HEALTH-RELATED 



Invasive alien species 
can bring new diseases 
into a protected area.  
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Grazing by domestic animals in PAs can 
increase the dangers of zoonotic diseases, 
as well as the spread of animal diseases 



Poaching of medicinal plants (such as ginseng) 
threatens the integrity of protected areas and 
poaching of bush meat can lead to AIDs. 



Climate change that affects PA ecosystems will 
also lead to new opportunities for the spread 
of disease vectors, changes in food supply, and 
increases in extreme climatic events. 
 



Losing species from protected areas can 
lose insights into health.  Chimpanzees 
eat medicinal plants 
that can provide insights 
to human diseases. 



Protected areas also provide multiple 
health-related benefits: 

PAs maintain healthy ecosystems that help 
control the spread of disease 



An assessment of 55 

marine protected 

areas found an 

average increase in 

fish biomass of 446%  

(Lester et al. 2009) 

 

 

Marine PAs enhance fisheries production, 
thereby improving nutrition.  



PAs conserve Endangered species that provide 
multiple health-related benefits.  The stomach-
brooding frog Rheobatrachus silus might still be alive 
today if PAs had provided suitable habitats and 
directed management measures to its survival. 



PAs provide multiple water-related services 
that provide health benefits: 
 Provision of fresh water for drinking, 
agriculture, etc. 
 Regulation of floods and extreme 
weather events; 
 Purification of wastes, thereby reducing 
incidence of water-borne diseases; 
 Delivery of nutrient-rich sediments to 
flood plains 



PAs contribute to a climate mitigation by 
storing significant amounts of carbon and 
adapt to climate change by supporting 
diverse ecosystems that continue to evolve.  

 



 

PAs provide a sense of well-
being and contentment, 
contributing to mental 
health 



Sacred natural sites underline 
the spiritual values of PAs 



NEXT STEPS 

1.Provide information to convince health 
professionals to incorporate protected areas into 
their portfolio. 

2.Facilitate international research on the medicinal 
species within protected areas. 

3.Include health-related issues into the site 
communications plans. 

4.Incorporate special health-related activities for 
visitors to the PA. 

5.Include the full range of health-related issues in 
the site’s management plan. 
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Stay connected 
 

For more information on the Healthy Parks Healthy People 
approach visit www.hphpcentral.com 
 
Contribute to the Promise of Sydney at 
www.worldparkscongress.org/about/promise_of_sydney 



 
 

  

 

Coming up in Stream 3  
 
Hall 3B1 Home Room, 3.30pm-5pm  
Session 3: Working together is better: inspiring global park health 
partnerships 
 
Charley Room, 3.30pm-5pm  
Session 5: Indigenous and local community perspectives on nature and 
wellbeing 
 
Hordern Room, 3.30pm-5pm  
Session 7: One Health: Linking human, animal and ecosystem health 1 


