
PUBLIC PASTURES - PUBLIC INTEREST                 public4pastures@gmail.com                 http://pfrapastureposts.wordpress.com/about/ 
Author: Katherine Arbuthnott                                  Published March 10, 2017, Regina, Saskatchewan Canada 

 
 
 
 
 

Native Prairie Pastures Are Important to Our Health 

ISSUE: In Saskatchewan, management of 1.6 million acres of land in 62 former PFRA community pastures is being 

transferred from the Federal Government to the Province. This divestiture of the PFRA pastures will reduce oversight of 

the health and biodiversity of the lands, which, given the importance of contact with natural environments to human 

health, could harm the well-being of Saskatchewan citizens. 

BACKGROUND 

• A growing body of research consistently shows that contact with the natural environment improves our physical, 

cognitive, and emotional health. This is true for both children and adults, and researchers are beginning to identify 

the reasons for these benefits.1,2 

• Physical health: Various studies show that time spent in nature lowers blood pressure3, benefits respiration4, 

improves immune cell activity,5,6 and decreases surgical healing time7. Two large studies, one in Canada8 and one in 

the UK9, showed that mortality rates from all causes decrease with more access to natural areas. 

• Cognitive health: Spending time in natural settings improves adults’ attention10,11 and creative problem-solving12, 

and improves children’s school performance13, including reducing ADHD symptoms14,15. 

• Emotional health: Even short times spent in natural settings decreases stress16-21, anxiety, and depression,22,23 and 

increases positive emotions such as happiness, enthusiasm, and satisfaction. 23-25 

• These health effects are observed in all seasons23, and have been tested in a variety of landscapes26 including 

forests, grasslands, and urban parks.  

• Greater biodiversity in the landscape improves positive health effects27-30, whether or not people explicitly 

understand or recognize biodiversity. 

DIVESTITURE OF THE PASTURES MIGHT INFLUENCE NATURAL SASKATCHEWAN LANDSCAPES 
 

• The PFRA community pastures program successfully conserved native grasslands and restored lands at risk of 

desertification through a program of managing for both grazing and biodiversity.  82% of grasslands are under 

cultivation for crops, making the former PFRA pastures some of the largest remaining native grasslands. 

• Native grasslands are extremely biodiverse in both plant and animal species, whereas cultivated grasslands are more 

limited. Pastures evolved in concert with grazing mammals, and moderately-grazed pastures show the greatest 

biodiversity in plant species. Heavily-grazed pastures, in contrast, show much less biodiversity, with heavy 

concentrations of invasive species. 

• Management of the pastures that have been divested to the province is primarily focused on grazing, rather than 

simultaneous management for biodiversity. For instance, little protection for species at risk (SAR) occurs on 

provincial lands, as the province has few resources devoted to SAR. 

• Through the PFRA community pasture system, Saskatchewan citizens in most of the province have enviable access 

to biodiverse natural landscapes, despite the heavy modification of most of the grasslands for the purposes of 

agriculture and industry. Research suggests that this access to nature has great benefits for our health, and 

reduction of either the access to natural landscapes, or the reduction of biodiversity in those landscapes, will 

negatively impact human health and well-being.  

FACTSHEET HUMAN HEALTH 
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FUTURE INITIATIVES 

• Despite the consistent impact of nature contact on human health, few people explicitly recognize this. Thus, there is 

relatively little citizen effort directed toward protecting accessible natural landscapes (and thus public health). 

• Given the increasing urbanization of populations, combined with research showing that distance from natural 

landscapes increases ill-health and mortality,8,9 it is important to educate urban populations about these health 

benefits and encourage citizen action to maintain these ever-shrinking landscapes. 

• The opportunity for guided ‘nature tours’ on the community pastures close to urban centres would allow people to 

directly experience native grasslands. Since the health benefits of nature contact are observed equally in all seasons, 

these tours could be designed in the non-grazing seasons to facilitate continued multi-use management of the 

community pastures. 
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