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GROWING INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL 
RECOGNITION OF THE IMPORTANCE OF THE 
BIODIVERSITY & HEALTH CONNECTION

The linkages between the 
biosphere and human health 
and well-being have become of 
increasing importance in inter-
national science and policy in 
the past two decades, with new 
inter-disciplinary and “transdis-
ciplinary” fields emerging to 
address the gaps in knowledge 
and action based on ecosys-
tem approaches to health (or 
ecohealth)1. 

These approaches build on 
the concept of the ecosystem 
approach to biodiversity conser-
vation promoted by the UN 
Convention on Biological Diver-
sity (CBD), which aims to account 
for the interactions between 
various levels of biological 
complexity and recognises that 
“humans, with their cultural 
diversity, are an integral compo-
nent of ecosystems”2.

As such, ecosystem approaches 
to health are systemic approaches 
to population health that recog-
nise

 
 

To date much of this work 
has been led by the envi-
ronment and conservation 
biology disciplines, fronted 
by environmental research 
institutes and NGOs, and  
intergovernmental environ-
mental agencies, frequently 
building on the findings of the  
Millennium Ecosystem Assess-
ment (MA)3 and related 
processes. 

This research brief aims 
to inform about the 
importance of enhanced 
capacity building in 
Belgium on Biodiversity & 
Health science and policy. 

This includes the concepts of One World, One 
Health and conservation medicine, and initiatives 
such as the EcoHealth Alliance and Co-operation 
on Health and Biodiversity. 

links between health 
of the biosphere and 
health of human 
communities & incor-
porate perspectives of 
ecology, human and 
veterinary medicine, 
agriculture, econom-
ics, sociology, as well as 
aspects of risk assess-
ment, engineering, 
and conflict resolution. 

* how major public health 
issues and emerging health 
threats may be associated with 
global environmental change 
 
* how interactions with ecological 
systems affect disease risks, health 
outcomes and the efficacy of public 
health management strategies 4.

However, as the science on 
these issues has progressed, 
so too has the understanding  
within the medical science and 
healthcare community of

In recent years there 
have been some 
significant develop-
ments in interna-
tional policy and in 
local, regional and 
global responses 
towards the inte-
gration of biodi-
versity and human 
health.  In 2010, the 
10th Conference of 
the Parties (COP) 
to the CBD adopted a deci-
sion mandating direct interac-
tion between the Secretariat of 
the Convention and the World 
Health Organisation (WHO), 
committing for the first time 
to forging a partnership with 
the WHO.  Also, in outlining 
a new strategy for the period 
2011-2020, the COP urged that 
National Biodiversity Strategies 
and Action Plans should work 
to enhance the contribution of 
biodiversity to human health 
and well-being. Further deci-
sions to build upon this action 
were taken at the 11th CBD COP 

meeting in 2012. 
That year also saw 
the links between 
health and biodi-
versity recognised 
at the Rio +20 

U.N. Conference on Sustain-
able Development, where a 
discussion document titled Our 
Planet, Our Health, Our Future 
(jointly prepared by WHO and 
the secretariats of the three 
Rio Conventions – the CBD, the 
U.N. Convention to Combat 
Desertification and the U.N. 
Framework Convention on 
Climate Change) was presented 
by the WHO Director General 
Margaret Chan, highlighting 
links between global environ-
mental agreements and global 
health concerns5. Another main 
outcome of the Rio+20 Confer-

ence was the 
agreement by 
member States to 
launch a process 
to develop a 
set of Sustain-
able Develop-
ment Goals 
(SDGs)6, which 
will build upon 
the Millennium 
D e v e l o p m e n t 

Goals and converge with 
the post 2015 development  
agenda. Within this process, 
in the Technical Support Team 
Issues Brief on Health and 
Sustainable Development, 
human health is stated to rely 
on ecosystem health7. Also in 
2012, the UN-mandated Inter-
governmental Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES) was launched, 
with a specific remit of strength-
ening the science of biodiver-
sity and ecosystem services 
and their importance to human 
well-being, including health, 
in order to facilitate informed 
decision making in environmen-
tal, economic and social policy. 
And in 2011 the European 
Commission – DG Environment 
published a brief8 on the impor-
tance of biodiversity and health 
linkages. 



The first Belgian Biodiversity & 
Health conference held in 201110 
was an opportunity to discuss 
hindrances to the mainstream-

ing of ecosystem approaches 
to human health, and to identify 
some key areas for action:
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In Belgium, the importance of 
attention for the Biodiversity 
& Health connection is recog-
nised. In a survey organised by 
the Belgian Community of Prac-
tice Biodiversity & Health by 
the end of 20129, a diversity of 
Belgian policy representatives 
expressed a need for increased 
knowledge in a diversity of topi-
cal areas: a general interest in 
integrated data assessment that 
couples ecological and public 
health developments, as well as 
a general interest in the relations 
among green space/nature, the 
living environment, and public 
health. 

Some specific research topics 
include nature related health 
risks or health benefits, or both. 
More specific thematic foci 
include links between biodiver-
sity and dietary health, medi-
cines and medical research, 
and emerging disease threats. 
Regarding the connections 
between green space and 
public health, specific topics 
include the social, mental and 
physical health benefits of 
green space and other contact 
with nature, their accessibility 
for residents, and the relation 
between ecosystem services 
and non-communicable disease 
such as cancer and diabetes.

 

This research brief is an initiative 

of the Belgian Community of 

Practice (CoP)11 Biodiversity 

& Health12. This CoP was 

established as a follow-up of 

the 2011 Belgian Biodiversity 

& Health conference. It’s 

members represent a diversity 

of backgrounds: scientists 

(universities and governmental 

scientific institutes; health-, 

ecological- and social science), 

policy representatives (Federal, 

regions, provinces, cities; 

health-, environmental-, nature- 

and land planning policy), 

consultants (policy advice, 

eco-therapy, education) and 

persons involved in NGOs 

(nature protection, landscape 

development, ecological life 

and gardening, media). The 

2011 conference also resulted 

in an international peer 

reviewed scientific publication 
13. Furthermore in 2012 a 

survey was launched to make 

an inventory of research needs 

and ideas in order to get a 

clearer view of relevant research 

topics and the potential for 

collaboration10. The report of 

the survey was referred to in 

the 2013 Belgian Science Policy 

BRAIN call on Ecosystems, 

biodiversity and evolution14. 

THE NEED FOR ENHANCED CAPACITY BUILDING IN 
BELGIUM SCIENCE AND POLICY

1/ The evidence base on links  
between biodiversity and health in 
the context of urbanisation must be 
further developed so that areas of 
overlap between various fields of 
research, policy and practice can be 
better identified. 

        Research is needed to facilitate a better 
understanding of the connections, and to 
support informed decision making and 
long term assessment and monitoring. 

4/ There is the need for better 
communication of the science of 
biodiversity and health linkages to 
policy makers, and to the general 
public.

2/ Bridges must be built between 
different professional communities 
working within the biodiversity-
health-urban planning sphere, and 
at all levels of policy, research and 
practice.15

3/ There is a need for a practical 
framework for on-going 
communication and collaboration, 
to enable exchange of ideas and 
experience and to support capacity 
building. 
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