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In an attempt to understand the human-nature relationship, the Biophilia Hypothesis was
developed by Edward Wilson (Wilson, 1984), describing the innate human tendency to be
drawn to the natural world. In this context, the physical and emotional health benefits of a
connection to nature have been well documented (Maller, C., et al., 2008). An ecosystem
approach to human health has suggested enhancing the health of communities by instituting
ecosystem-management methods that will foster the sustainability of the ecosystem itself and
the health of the human beings who are part of it (Forget and Lebel, 2001). However, this
approach must take into account that the change from a very physically demanding lifestyle in
natural outdoor settings, where our current genome was forged via natural selection, to an
inactive indoor lifestyle is at the origin of many of the widespread chronic diseases that are
endemic in our modemn society (O'Keefe, J.H., et al., 2011). There is already some scientific
evidence about added beneficial effects on mental and physical wellbeing, health related quality
of life and long-term adherence to physical activity, with the participation in physical activity in
natural environments compared with indoor physical activity (Thompson Coon, J., et al., 2011).
Therefore, the natural territories are essential to our survival and in offering recreation and
health services for many citizens, makes them happier and theirs bodies healthier.
Complementary to outdoor recreational sports activity and considering the sustainability of our
natural resources and environment, as well as looking for the improvement of health and well-
being, outdoor projects can be developed to give the opportunity to tackle demanding physical
working tasks that improve both health and the environment at the same time.

Since Geoparks are sustainable territories and considering the Shimabara Declaration from the
Sth International UNESCO Conference on Geoparks, it is possible to emphasize several roles
that can be developed and implemented in geoparks, also as a crucial support in promoting
healthy lifestyles, namely:

- As educators on climate change that should strive to become known as the best practice
approach to utilizing renewable energy and employing the best standards of "green-
tourism."

- In Natural Resource Management by informing about the sustainable use and need for
natural resources, promoting respect for the environment and the integrity of the
landscape.

- On the establishment of cooperation among local people, scientists, the tourism
industry, municipalities and nations is indispensable for geoheritage conservation,
education, tourism and management in the geoparks.
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Walking constitutes an ideal physical activity in initiating a change in behaviour often needed to
obtain health benefits, as it is accessible to all segments of the community and can be
incorporated into daily routines. As consequence, the hiking trails use has become very popular
for a wide variety of users and purposes (professional, recreational, health or educational
purposes) and are a crucial infrastructure to achieve the roles of the geoparks. The aim of our
paper is to suggest an interdisciplinary approach to be applied in geoparks that includes relevant
information and proposes for a standardised survey and grading methodology, which can be
employed to assess the ability of a hiking trail in promoting a healthy lifestyle. That approach
was developed, in order to be improved in conjunction with recreation ecology research focused
on developing new survey methods for assessing formal and informal trails or unsurfaced roads
in the wilderness and backcountry settings (Marion, J.L., J.F. Wimpey, and L.O. Park, 2011).
The interdisciplinary approach suggested, will contribute to promoting geoparks not only as an
essential sustainable natural health service to support a healthier population but also with a solid
understanding of the value of the natural territories that can help to reduce environmentally
damaging behaviour and to preserve a healthy environment and healthy population.
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