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Mental health benefits of green & blue space

Contact with and proximity to blue and green spaces is 
consistently linked to lower rates of depression, anxiety, and 
psychological distress across long-term population studies.

Natural settings support attention restoration and stress 
recovery.

Improved mood and reduced stress during and after 
physical activity.

44 M
people worldwide projected to live 
with dementia — green /blue space 
shows protective links to cognitive 
decline

 
environmentally mediated effects 
through improved air quality, noise 
attenuation, reduced heat exposure 
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Reduction in ADHD symptoms
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Solastalgia: grief for a place you haven't left

“The homesickness you have
when you are still at home.”

Coined by Australian environmental philosopher 
Glenn Albrecht (2003–2005), solastalgia names the 
distress of watching environmental change degrade 
the home environment while you're still connected 
to it — distinct from nostalgia, which is grief for a 
place left behind.

Albrecht developed the concept from fieldwork 
with communities affected by open-cut coal mining 
in the Upper Hunter Valley, NSW — watching their 
landscape and sense of place transform against 
their will.

How it presents;

Grief, desolation and a felt loss of identity tied to 
place

A sense of powerlessness over change happening 
around you

Elevated distress reported in communities near 
mining, drought and coastal erosion

RELEVANCE TO DEGRADED URBAN NATURE

The same dynamic applies at neighbourhood scale: 
residents who watch a familiar wetland or remnant 
bushland decline can experience a genuine, 
place-specific form of psychological distress
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Physical health benefits of green & blue space

• Life expectancy

• Cardiovascular illness

• Metabolic – obesity, diabetes

• Cerebrovascular events

• Respiratory health

• Kidney disease

• Immunoregulation

• Cancer

Exercise in green space - Reduced 
blood pressure, increased HR 
variability
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How and what do we know ? 

 -  Observations:  

Studies consistently find health benefits across a wide range of 
health outcomes and many different locations 

 -  Pathways - Physiological Mechanism(s) ?  

Green - blue space is a critical determinant of health



Health pathways -  mechanisms

• Noise attenuation and Temperature (Urban Heat Island) modulation 

• Air Quality : Removal of air pollutants 

• Biogenic amines (VOCs) 

•Microbes / microflora

• Physiological effects (neurohormonal pathways)

• Recreational / activity 

• Social effects (connection / cohesion)

• * Potential Confounding factors – Socio-economic Status



Physical & social pathways to health

Cardiometabolic 
health

Proximity and access to 
green/blue space is 

associated with reduced 
risk of cardiovascular 

disease, hypertension, 
obesity, and diabetes.

Reducing 
environmental 

harm

Vegetation and water 
buffer urban heat, filter 

air pollution, and 
dampen noise — 

reducing exposure.

Physical activity

These spaces provide 
facility for walking, 

cycling and recreation, 
and resulting health 

benefit.

Social connection

Shared green and blue 
spaces support 

community interaction, 
place attachment, and 

social cohesion.
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Healthy green / blue space is a public health asset … 

The mental, physical and social benefits of nature are well documented — 
but they depend on the ecology and environmental conditions staying 
healthy.

Degradation doesn't just erase benefit; it can create new hazards — 
cyanotoxins, vector-borne disease, and psychological distress.



What's lost when green & blue space declines

Degradation is rarely a single event — it accumulates through drainage, pollution, clearing, and neglect, and each 
stage strips away part of the health benefit.

1 Habitat & vegetation loss Clearing and infill reduce canopy cover, reduced cooling, air-filtering, 
and restorative benefits ….

2 Water quality decline Pollution, nutrient runoff, reduced rainfall, higher temperatures, 
invasive species / loss of ecological services 

3 Reduced use & access As spaces become degraded, unsafe, or less appealing, visitation 
drops — and with it, the physical activity and stress-relief benefits.

4 New health hazards The same degraded conditions that reduce benefit can actively 
introduce harm: toxins, disease vectors, and odour/aesthetic decline.
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Blue-Green Algal 
Blooms

& Human Health

How do cyanobacteria in 
waterways affect our health?



Ingestion 

Direct Contact

Inhalation

Exposure pathways

Harmful agent

Cyanotoxins and algal toxins

neurotoxins, hepatotoxins, 

cytotoxins, irritants, gastrointestinal 

toxins





Inhalation: the overlooked toxin exposure pathway

Wind and wave action can aerosolise bloom-affected water into 
microscopic droplets — carrying cyanotoxins directly into the air 
people breathe near the lake.

Airborne microcystins have been measured in fine particulate 
matter (PM2.5) near affected lakes, confirming toxins travel well 
beyond the water's edge.

Laboratory exposure studies show inhaled microcystin-LR triggers 
airway inflammation, and reports during active blooms link 
nearby exposure to a marked rise in asthma and respiratory 
complaints.

Experimental evidence that L-BMAA plays an important role in 
slow developing neurodegenerative diseases ( ALS, PD and 
Alzheimer’s Dementia ) 

Reported acute symptoms

Respiratory & eye irritation

Coughing and breathing difficulty

Headaches, nausea.

Asthma flare-ups nearby active blooms

Less research on inhalation health 
effects — but the exposure pathway 
is confirmed.
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All scientific work is incomplete - whether it be observational or experimental. All 
scientific work is liable to be upset or modified by advancing knowledge.

That does not confer upon us a freedom to ignore the knowledge we already 
have, or to postpone the action that it appears to demand at a given time.

Sir Austin Bradford Hill 1964

 Protecting nature is a public health issue

Precautionary principle

Public Health Act



 Thank you for listening


