
Building Partnerships For 
Our Nature, Our Health

Locally, nationally, and internationally connecting people to nature for ecosystem and 
human health

Pascale Van der Leest(Parks Canada / #NatureForAll), Barbara McKean (Royal Botanical Gardens / Back to Nature Network), 
Tomasz Wiercioch (Cootesto Escarpment EcoParkSystem)



Overview

1. Cootesto Escarpment EcoParkSystem ςT. Wiercioch

2. Back to Nature Network ςB. Mckean

3. #NatureForAllςP. Van der Leest

4. Discussion



Cootesto Escarpment EcoParkSystem

Tomasz Wiercioch (Coordinator)



Cootesto Escarpment EcoParkSystem

Å9 land-owning partners; 3 local governments, 3 non-profits, 2 
conservation authorities and 1 university

Å3,900 hectares (9,600 acres) of significant lands connecting 
Hamilton & Burlington at western end of Lake Ontario

ÅOver 1,900 hectares (4,800 acres) of lands protected (and 
growing)

ÅOver 1,500 species, including more than 50 Species at Risk

ÅFormally created: June 20, 2013 via MOU





The Partners



Our Vision

Our VISIONfor the Cootes to Escarpment EcoParkSystem is that it 
will be known internationally as a protected, permanent and 
connected natural lands sanctuary from the Harbour to the 

Escarpment that promotes ecosystem and human health within 
hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ DǊŜŜƴōŜƭǘΦ



How Does It Work?

Å άhǳǊMISSIONwill be to collaboratively continue preserving 
and enhancing the natural lands using a sustainable approach 
that balances natural ecosystem health with responsible 
ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦέ

Å Relationship building based on our vision, mission, and public 
input.

Å Voluntary and not legally binding.
Å Added value ςFriends of the EcoPark



How are we accomplishing the vision?

1. Collaboration and 
Engagement

2. Management Planning
3. Facilitating

- Land Securement
- Land Stewardship 





Health Examples

City of Hamilton - The Landscape Architectural Services (LAS) 
works with stakeholders and communities to develop and 
redevelop parks, trails, greenway systems and repurpose land 
for parks. 



Health Examples

/ƛǘȅ ƻŦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴ ŎƻƴǘΩŘ
Å Natural Heritage System - Core Natural Areas, Linkages, and Parks. Trails, parks, 

conservation areas within the system contribute to human health (ecosystem 
services), healthy lifestyles, and aesthetics/mental health. 

Å/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ άǇŀǊƪǎ ŦƛǊǎǘέ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ 
to residents within new development areas. 

Å Urban farms 
Å Increased access to the waterfront for public recreation. 
Å Neighbourhood Action Strategies https://www.hamilton.ca/city-

initiatives/strategies-actions/neighbourhood-action-strategy
Å The Hamilton Urban Forest Strategy

https://www.hamilton.ca/city-initiatives/strategies-actions/neighbourhood-action-strategy


Health Examples

Conservation Halton
ÅWays of the Woods Summer Day Camp- Offering a variety of programming
Å Yoga, Meditation Hikes, Tai Chi 
Å Nature Club for kids with ASD 



Health Examples

Bruce Trail Conservancy
Å IroquoiaBruce Trail Club Junior Hiker Badge for Children

McMaster University 
Å ά²ŀƭƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 5ƻŎ - Hamilton-Burlington chapter ςEncouraging Physical activity 
ŦƻǊ IŜŀƭǘƘέ ¢hahwwh² ς3:00 to 3:25pm

Royal Botanical Gardens



Royal Botanical Gardens 
and the 

Back to Nature Network

100 and Counting





Canada BioBlitz



2 funders +  12 partners over

24 hours with 250 volunteers=

1064 species from                  

2867 observations



EcoLeaders



RBG EcoStudies







C o n n e c t i n g  c h i l d r e n  &  f a m i l i e s  w i t h   n a t u r e

Back to Nature Network

ÅInitiated in 2008

ÅOntario Trillium Foundation funding 2011-2013                

and 2014-2018

ÅBack2nature.ca; @BacktoNatureNet





C o n n e c t i n g  c h i l d r e n  &  f a m i l i e s  w i t h   n a t u r e



C o n n e c t i n g  c h i l d r e n  &  f a m i l i e s  w i t h   n a t u r e



C o n n e c t i n g  c h i l d r e n  &  f a m i l i e s  w i t h   n a t u r e

Simcoe County District School Board 

Research Project

Åtwo-year Ontario research program with Simcoe County District 

School Board and Dr. Andrea Faber Taylor, University of Illinois, 

to investigate the outcome of regular time learning outdoors at 

school on kindergarten students, educators and families.

Åsupported by TD Friends of the Environment Foundation



C o n n e c t i n g  c h i l d r e n  &  f a m i l i e s  w i t h   n a t u r e





ÅLaunched in October 2013 ï

awareness initiative to get kids outside

ÅThe Charter can be adopted by 

partners: municipalities, organizations 

and individuals

Åchildrensoutdoorcharter.ca; 

@Outdoor_Child

Ontario Childrenôs Outdoor Charter





C o n n e c t i n g  c h i l d r e n  &  f a m i l i e s  w i t h   n a t u r e



ÅSigned partnership agreement in 
March 2016

ÅñGrade Fours Outdoorsò 2 nights 
free stay at a state park



Time Spent in Nature: Are 
there unique health 

benefits?

Marg Sanborn MD CCFP 

Bill Kilburn BSc, BEd



Current best practice-1

What Dose ?

ÅMental health benefits after 5 
minutes outdoors

ÅPositive biologic changes: Viewing 
natural settings for 15 minutes

- Unhurried walking for       15 
minutes

Å60 min/wk. reduces myopia

Å39% blood sugar reductions after 3 
km  forest walk



Current best practice-2

Who benefits the most?

ÅChildren

ÅThose with mental health 
problems-especially anger, 
anxiety, depression, low self-
esteem, stressful event recovery 
(PTSD)

ÅDiabetics  Type 2

ÅHeart patients

ÅHypertensive patients

ÅCancer survivors



Current best practice -3

Where should activity be done?

ÅMost natural environment 
available

ÅBeside water: added benefit

ÅLarge trees, more vegetation

ÅColour green induces brain 
relaxation

ÅSitting viewing nature 
confers benefits

ÅSome benefits from viewing 
nature photos or videos 



Current best practice-4

Lower SES and  higher minority neighbourhoods

ÅVulnerable groups are most 
likely to benefit from time spent 
outdoors BUT

ÅFamily physician must be 
sensitive to lack of access issues

ÅAdvocate for increased green 
space in communities where 
access is poor, based on health 
impacts



A global movement to inspire 
love of nature

@natureforall @nature.for.all @natureforall.global



Å300+ partners
Å36 countries
ÅAll regions of the world




