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REPORTING ON THE PAN CANADIAN SURVEY RE: CHILDREN AND NATURE

Throughout 2010, the Alberta Recreation and 
Parks Association (ARPA) undertook efforts to 
conduct a Pan Canadian survey on behalf of 
the Canadian Parks and Recreation Association. 
ARPA wishes to thank Bob Yates and staff of 
Yates, Thorn & Associates Inc, for their extensive 
work and expertise in the production of  
this document. 

The consultants were assisted throughout by 
Cliff Lacey, the Children and Nature Specialist 
for ARPA. 

The project commenced in March 2010 and was 
completed in October 2010. 

CPRA also wishes to recognize the financial  
contribution from Mountain Equipment Co-op 
(MEC). Without the support of MEC this study 
could not have been undertaken. The CPRA 
Board of Directors is very thankful for the 
support provided by MEC and its various  
stores across the country to the Children  
in Nature initiative.
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While it might seem that the concerns related 
to children and nature are a recent phenomenon, 
 the issues at the core of the concern have been 
swirling around for many years. Indeed these 
concerns come from many different sectors, 
as well as from both professionals and those 
engaged in a voluntary capacity within each of 
the following sectors: 

 • Children’s health practitioners who are 
concerned about the rise of childhood obesity 
and conditions such as ADD and ADHD, issues 
that are addressed daily by frustrated medical 
professionals and child care workers. 

 • Recreation and education professionals who 
have watched all these issues and wondered 
why their programming and involvement has 
had such little effect. 

 • Environmental professionals and activists 
who understand the linkages between global 
warming and our current lifestyles and are 
concerned that children’s disaffection from 
nature will have negative long-term implica-
tions for society and the environment. 

 • Industry and business where leaders, 
especially in primary industries such as 
forestry, realize that their long-term futures 
are in jeopardy if children fail to grow up 
with a “real” understanding of the role that 
nature plays in providing raw materials for our 
lifestyles. This also includes industries such 
as those making equipment, clothing, etc. for 
outdoor recreation where the linkage with 
nature is more direct.

So while Richard Louv’s 2006 book Last Child In 
The Woods: Saving our Children from Nature Defi-
cit Disorder was the catalyst for many people 
and organizations, it is important to recognize 
some significant precursors, in particular the 
UN Convention For The Rights Of The Child 
(UNCRC). This was conceived in the 1950s, but 
only approved by the United Nations in 1987 
and signed by the Government of Canada in 
1989. It crystallized several trains of thought, 
both academic and from practitioners: 

 • The Child’s Right to be Heard and Involved 
in Decisions that Affect Them (Article 12) - for 
the first time, this entrenched children’s right 
to say what they wanted about issues that 
concern them; no longer was it adequate for 
adults, invariably well-meaning, to decide 
what was good for children. 

 • The Child’s Right To Play  
(Article 31) - this article refocused interest in 
children’s play—not only on its importance 
to their growth and development, but also 
to questions such as what is play, where 
does it occur, and what do we have to do to 
guarantee this right for all children.

 

The more children (and youth) have been asked 
their opinions about play, the more they have 
said that they want to be active, outside,  
with their friends—parameters that must link 
them with nature and the outdoors.

Richard Louv’s contribution has tied many of 
these threads together. First, in his book The 
Future Of Childhood, then, in Last Child In The 
Woods: Saving Our Children From Nature-Deficit 
Disorder, Louv has focused attention on how 
childhood has changed and how tragically im-
portant the disengagement between children 
and nature has been to the kind of experiences 
children have in their most formative years.

Context
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REPORTING ON THE PAN CANADIAN SURVEY RE: CHILDREN AND NATURE

The Process
There have been initiatives in two western 
provinces as a result of this groundswell of 
interest in re-establishing the links between 
children and nature:

• In BC, a workshop attended by Richard Louv 
in 2007 led to the formation in 2009 of the 
Child and Nature Alliance.

• In Alberta, Richard Louv spoke, via internet 
link, to the Alberta Recration and Parks 
Association’s (ARPA) Parks Forum (a biennial 
forum unique in Canada in that park practitio-
ners from national, provincial and municipal 
parks agencies meet alongside other allied 
stakeholders) in Canmore in March of 
2007. This was followed by an interagency 
Provincial Dialogue, organized and hosted by 
ARPA, in Red Deer in June 2008 to explore the 
issues arising from Richard Louv’s book. The 
Provincial Dialogue’s findings included:

o Themes that must run through any vision of 
children and nature: 

 • Children everywhere enjoying nature in  
many places 

 • Family and communities valuing, sustaining, 
and nurturing children’s play in nature 

 • Accessible and sustainable natural areas 
 • An inspiring education curriculum that  

integrates nature 
 • Children as stewards of nature 

o Challenges to Overcome – Workshop  
participants identified nine roadblocks that 
prevent children from engaging with nature: 

 • Reduced accessibility and access 
 • Misperceptions about who is equipped  

to educate 
 • Ineffective marketing and use of media in  

promoting children’s play outdoors 
 • Legal restrictions and liability concerns 
 • Use of technology in ways that cut children 

off from nature rather than inspiring them to 
engage in nature 

 • Social stratification and isolation that foster a 
lack of appreciation for nature 

 • Perceived and real risks about the natural world 
 • Phobias about being outdoors, including fear 

of both strangers and dirt 
 • Changing demographics, family structures 

and demands on time. 

o Strategies for engaging children with nature 
– recognizing those challenges, participants 
identified eight strategies for more fully 
engaging children with nature 

 • Confirm barriers 
 • Engage stakeholders 
 • Develop Alberta’s Kindergarten to  

Grade 6 Science Program 
 • Shift societal values about nature 
 • Address real and perceived fears about nature 
 • Create child-friendly communities 
 • Balance use vs. preservation of natural areas 
 • Protect available green space 

This work, lead by the ARPA, came to the atten-
tion of Mountain Equipment Co-Op (MEC), who 
is also a partners in the BC initiative. Discussions 
resulted in a grant from MEC to the Canadian 
Parks and Recreation Association (CPRA), an 
alliance of provincial/territorial recreation and 
parks associations, to conduct a Pan Canadian 
survey and identify opportunities for future 
action. ARPA was subsequently asked to lead 
the Pan Canadian assessment.

The Pan Canadian survey was prepared using 
Survey Gizmo web survey technology. It was 
translated into French, and both versions 
were posted on the web in February 2010. By 
mid-March 169 surveys had been completed, all 
using the English language version. The results 
of the survey to that point were prepared into 
a presentation for a CPRA National Strategies 
Workshop held in conjunction with the annual 
conference of Parks and Recreation Ontario 
(PRO) in early April 2010. At that workshop, 
there were 47 participants - see Appendix 1 for 
National Strategy Workshop materials. After the 
PRO conference, the survey was reposted on 
the web, and between April and June a further 
172 surveys were received (three using the 
French version). The combined survey results 
(341 total respondents) are summarized in  
this report.
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Question 1: Please select your Province or 
Territory of residence:

DEMOGRAPHICS OF RESPONDENTS

Ontario
Saskatchewan
Alberta
Yukon
British Columbia
Nova Scotia
Manitoba
Other

Most respondents were from Ontario, followed by Saskatchewan and Alberta. 
The Maritime provinces and Quebec were under-represented.

 
Certain provincial recreation and parks 
associations were more adept at soliciting their 
memberships to respond to the Pan Canadian 
Survey than others. Certain provinces and 
territories have better internet service and 
electronic links to their membership than 
others. Bias in the number of responses from 
certain regions of the country may be reflected 
in these response rates. 

Question 2: Please select the population 
category for your community:

 
The survey respondents tended to be 
over-representative of people from small an 
mid-sized towns, with almost 60% coming from 
communities of under 50,000 population. This 
may be a reflection of the membership of the 
associations initiating the survey. Alternatively, 
it may indicate that children in nature resonates 
as less of an issue with practitioners in the 
largest communities.

Question 3: Please identify the category that 
best fits your personal circumstances: 

Most respondents were municipal employees, 
those on the front lines of recreation and 
parks; not-for-profit practitioners were also 
well represented. This is likely as a result of the 
membership polled through the CPRA and its 
member provincial and territorial associations 
than an expression of disinterest from those in 
other sector professions.

0 to 5,000
5,001 to 10,000
10,001 to 50,000
50,001 to 150,000
150,001 to 300,00
300,001 to 500,00
over 500,000

Municipal government employee
Not-for-profit (community based) employee
Volunteer
Not-for-profit (provincial) employee
Other
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Question 4 - Please state your level of agreement with the following statements:

THE CURRENT SITUATION IN CANADA
The survey of recreation and park professionals (primarily working within the community recreation and parks delivery  
system) undertaken over the period of February 1 to July 30, 2010 assisted in providing a clearer picture of the current situation  
pertaining to children and their connection to nature in Canada – what is happening in communities, how recreation and parks 
departments are responding and the challenges they face. A full summary of the open ended survey questions is provided 
through link at the end of this document. Responses to the structured survey questions are summarized and analyzed with  
the results interpreted, below.*

Children in communities across Canada are, 
in the opinion of those who completed the 
survey, not spending enough time outdoors. 
The main reason was thought to be technol-
ogy—be it televisions or computers, Facebook 
or Twitter, cell phones or smart phone—which 
gives children the benefits of connection 
without having to leave their home.

The issue may also be the leisure patterning 
that is imposed on them by their parents: in 
this regard there was general agreement that 
playing outside did not receive the same level 
of support from parents, who thought it more 
productive or socially acceptable if their child 
participated in organized sport or learned to 
play a musical instrument.

While we will come to barriers later in this 
report, a lack of demand for outdoor program-
ming was considered one factor that would 
change if there was more public education.

Whether it was the job of the municipality to 
provide outdoor programming, or whether 
it could or should be left to the not-for-profit 
sector (community youth organizations, etc.) 
was a matter on which opinion was divided.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Children and youth do not spend enough time outdoors.

With more public education, there would be more 
demand for outdoor programming.

Children and youth prefer technology.

Playing on a sport team, or learning a musical instrument 
is more socially desirable than ‘just playing’.

These programs are delivered by not-for-pro�t groups, 
not the municipality

What’s Happening in Communities?

* For most questions, a likert/seven point scale was used, with 7 being complete agreement with the statement, and 1 being complete disagreement with the 
statement. The scale in these charts reflects the average score for all respondents. A score of 4 is average. Scores above 4 reflect greater agreement; below 4, 
less agreement.
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Question 5: Please state your level of agreement with the following statements: 

Builds physical skills.

Builds social skills.

Is an essential part of a healthy, happy childhood.

Promotes children’s emotional growth.

Is important for children’s growth and development.

Committed to action.

Developing initiatives.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

MY COMMUNITY RECOGNIZES THAT PLAYING OUTDOORS...

MY COMMUNITY IS...

There was broad support that playing outdoors 
builds the right kind of skills and experiences 
for children, which are essential for balanced 
growth and development. It builds physical 
and social skills, promotes emotional growth,  
and is an essential part of a healthy and happy 
childhood. These results suggest the perception 
of the strong link/value outdoor recreation 
has to meeting physical and mental health 
development and socialization skills.

While the majority of respondents offered 
support for these statements, they were more 
reticent with regard to what their communities 
were actually doing. While a greater than aver-
age number thought their communities were 
committed to action, and fractionally less were 
actually developing initiatives, the overall score 
was only just over the median score of 4.

Clearly in our communities, we know the  
issues, we know what children are missing out 
on, but we are not yet putting into effect those 
strategies and interventions that might actually 
make a difference.
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Question 6: Please state your level of agreement with the following statements:

Spending time outdoors is the best way to develop a 
connection to nature.

Children have lost the “right to roam.”

Stewardship is based on connection to nature.

An aversion to nature may result in regarding it as a 
disposable resource.

Loss of contact with nature is nature’s loss.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

When reflecting personally, recreation and 
park professionals also know what children are 
missing.

While the sample may be biased towards those 
that are interested in the topic of children and 
nature, there was very strong agreement for all 
the statements, especially around the linkages 
between children and the long-term implica-
tions of their disconnection from nature. 

They agreed that the loss of ‘freedom to roam’ 
had severed the links most children had to the 
outdoors—indeed it had severed the most 
important conduit through which children 
develop a connection to nature.

They also agreed that this would likely have 
long-term implications: the likelihood that 
children and youth would see themselves 
as stewards of nature was likely going to be 
diminished, while the likelihood that their 
generation would regard nature as part of a 
disposable resource, was increased.

Nature would also suffer, because the stewards 
of the future would not learn to value nature, 
and as a result, would regard it with fear—as 
part of the unknown.

The Views of Recreation and Park Professionals
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Question 7: To what extent would you agree that enhancing the linkages between children and nature will contribute to the other broad benefits 
of the development of children and youth, namely:

Outdoor environments are important to children’s development of 
independence and autonomy.

Nature helps children develop powers of observation and creativity.

Regular contact with play in the natural world during early childhood, 
increases an environmental ethic.

Early nature-based experiences are linked with the development of 
imagination and the sense of wonder.

When children play in natural environments, their play fosters language and 
collaborative skills.

Natural environments stimulate social interaction between children.

Exposure to natural environments improves children’s awareness, reasoning 
and observational skills.

Children who play regularly in natural environments show better motor 
�tness, including coordination, balance and agility.

Nature helps children deal with adversity.

Play in outdoor environments stimulates all aspects of children’s development.

Children who play in nature have more positive feelings about each other.

Children in contact with nature score better on tests of 
concentration and self-discipline.

ADHD children are better able to concentrate after contact with nature.

Play reduces or eliminates bullying.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Recreation and park professionals also agreed 
that interacting with nature is an important 
building block in specific aspects of children’s 
growth and development—attributes like 
a sense of independence and personal 
autonomy, powers of observation, creativity, 
imagination, sense of wonder, etc.

While these may be seen as vague concepts, 
recreation and park professionals also believed 
that the more tangible aspects of children’s 
growth and development were fostered 
through linkage with the outdoors, such as 
language skills, inquiry and reasoning skills, col-
laboration, social interaction, and motor skills.

The only aspects for which there was more 
muted support concerned some of the thorny 
issues with which child and youth professionals 
must contend on a daily basis, such as bullying 
and ADHD. Will contact with nature and play 
in the outdoors impact these issues? Clearly 
reconnection with nature is not a ‘magic bullet’ 
that will ameliorate these societal issues and 
circumstances… although many thought it 
would help and that it must be an essential 
element in building solutions and remedies.

In commenting on the barriers that stand in 
the way of implementing any new approaches 
to the issues of children and nature, the 
lack of time of parents was clearly thought 
to be number one. But isn’t that always the 
problem…what does this mean? In fact, this 
is often a substitute for “it’s a lower priority for 
my time as a parent than all the other things 
that are on offer for my children.” The question 
for professionals is how to make interaction 
of children and nature a higher priority and a 
‘must do’ for parents?

In a country that readily acknowledges the 
importance of innovation, creativity, and build-
ing our human capital, the vital role of children 
and nature in pursuit of this broader creativity/
innovation strategy is obvious.
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The following series of questions were surveyed using a 5 point scale. Scoring numbers reflect this change in the selection process  
offered to respondents.

A second range of barriers focused on lack of 
resources: risk and fear of litigation is ‘dumbing 
down’ program offerings and making them 
unattractive to children and youth; and, too  
few trained leaders in both recreation  
and education.

Of equal importance as barriers that must be 
overcome were issues around the media and 
perceptions of nature and the outdoors, includ-
ing media sensationalism, fear of the outdoors. 
It is important to recognize that resultant 
perception of little value in being outdoors and 
that those negative factors are set against the 
attractiveness of the technology of the indoors.

Question 8: Please rate each of the following statements with regard to the significance you believe each barrier exists as a barrier within your 
community.

Lack of time for parents.

The risk of litigation limits o�ering challenging outdoor experiences.

Too few trained people.

Too few environmental educators.

Media sensationalism increases the public’s fears.

Parents perceive little value in children’s play outdoors.

Parents and children have become more afriad of the outdoors.

Di�culty getting to parks and open spaces.

A lack of parks and open spaces.

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0
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Question 9: The role of the municipality is to establish policies and practices, and provide places and environments that allow children and youth to 
connect with nature. How would you rate the difficulty of the following as strategic challenges for your municipality/community?

Municipalities face various strategic challenges 
in establishing policies, practices, places and 
environments that allow children and youth to 
connect with nature. Lack of financial resources 
was the main challenge faced by community 
recreation and park practitioners.
 
However, further challenges exist beyond 
lack of finances to start and run programs. 
Other significant challenges included finding 
staff with the appropriate experience to run 
programs, addressing elected and senior 
officials’ concerns regarding risk and liability, 
and working with other public agencies like 
school districts on projects such as naturalizing 
playgrounds and designating safe routes  
to school.

It was not surprising, given the results from 
previous questions, that adding opportunities 
to parks and green space was not considered 
a challenge. Nor indeed was working with 
not-for-profit agencies (although working with 
other public agencies such as school districts 
was seen as a challenge). 

It is, however, somewhat surprising to see that 
so many recreation and park professionals 
thought that creating a ‘constituency for nature’ 
was not a challenge. Whether this is because 
they believe the demand for programs is latent, 
just waiting for the appropriate programs to be 
advertised, or because this action sounds ‘too  
political’, is unclear. It would seem from previous 
 answers that the general consensus would be 
that public education is required (especially for 
elected officials, senior staff and parents).

Insufficient financial resources to invest in innovative nature/outdoor 
activities.

Dedicating and upgrading walking and biking routes to school.

Addressing concerns among elected and senior officials regarding the 
risk, liability, and insurance.

Working with other public agencies.

Retraining staff with knowledge and experience.

Hiring staff with knowledge and experience. 

Creating programs that are attractive to parents.

Designing nature into the daily spaces of childhood.

Engaging children and youth in the planning and designing of 
playgrounds.

Creating natural play spaces/adventure playgrounds.

Creating programs that are attractive to children.

Setting aside some green spaces for children’s unstructured play.

Necessity to create a “constituency for nature.”

Working with other not-for-profit agencies.

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0
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Question 10: Prospective Areas for Outdoor/Nature Programming
In various jurisdictions programs and initiatives have been undertaken or are being contemplated to address the nature disconnect  
circumstance for children and youth. Please review and assess the following list of initiatives as to their potential effectiveness within your com-
munity. Please select a star ranking out of 5 stars with 1 star being the lowest level of potential effectiveness and 5 stars being the highest level of 
potential effectiveness.

Wild Child Outdoors

Nature Kindergarden

Community Gardens

Adventure Playgrounds

Kids in Nature

Child and Nature Friendly Communities

Outdoor Promise

Nature Clubs for Families

Green Gym

City/Community Farms

Community Guardians

Nature’s Bucket List

Art and Nature

Community Play Rangers

Hearts n’ Parks

Pond Patrol

Community Outdoor Play Index

The Great Park Pursuit

Communities in Bloom

Prescribing Nature

Children and Youth Congresses/Summits 

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0
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In terms of program effectiveness, survey  
respondents were asked to note which programs 
would be most effective in their communities 
for linking children with nature. All options 
received support, although it is hard to say 
which type of programming was considered  
to be the most effective.

Program Descriptions:
 • Wild Child Outdoors - takes kids on  

supervised afterschool outdoor adventures. 
Each adventure mission connects nature to 
health, so that kids learn the importance of 
a balanced life that includes active outdoors 
and eating well.

 • Adventure Playgrounds - are open access,  
meaning that children decide to use play-
grounds and materials within, where and as 
they choose.

 • Community Gardens - fostering natural food/
flower growth for children and youth.

 • Nature Kindergarten – serves 3 to 5 year old 
classes to spend every other week hiking and 
playing in community parks, natural areas 
and woodlands.

 • Kids in Nature - encouraging childcare  
centers and schools to “naturalize/green” 
their property and train early childhood 
educators re. children and nature connects.

 • Child and Nature Friendly Communities -  
improve children’s health and development 
by making the neighborhood in which they 
live, child and nature friendly.

 • City/Community Farms - offering children 
and youth an alternate space and place to be 
creative linking to community gardens and 
livestock.

 • Green Gym - bringing families together to  
exercise through nature restoration projects.

 • Nature Clubs for Families - an engaged group 
of community/neighborhood people with an 
interest in connecting children with nature 
through various family related outings.

 • Outdoor Promise - college/high school 
interns organize outdoor outings as a way to 
support elementary school physical educa-
tion and science requirements.

 • Hearts n’ Parks - community based program 
designed to help recreation and parks 
agencies encourage heart healthy lifestyles in 
their community parks and open spaces.

 • Community Play Rangers - facilitating play  
in outdoor public spaces. Teams of trained 
play workers (play workers in parks) operate 
in an outreach approach.

 • Art and Nature - foster creativity and apprecia-
tion for the environment through arts and 
culture activities.

 • Nature’s Bucket List - promoting the “10 
things to do before you’re 10” including 
going on an insect hunt….

 • Community Guardians - a scheme that  
encourages local community groups to  
improve the quality of their local area—
building community capacity around nature 
and environmental stewardship.

 • Pond Patrol - community groups that work  
with children and youth to improve wildlife 
and countryside sites across a region, 
undertaking a wide range of tasks, including 
wildflower identification, bird watching, and 
protecting local biodiversity.

 • Community Outdoor Play Index - inventories 
and incorporates measures of the availability 
of opportunities for outdoor play activities.

 • Prescribing Nature - calling on pediatric  
health care providers to prescribe outdoor  
time to children ages 7 - 12 and to recommend 
nature programs that fulfill this prescription.

 • Communities in Bloom - expand the current 
national/provincial program editions to 
have a children and youth section to “blooms 
judging.”

 • The Great Park Pursuit - a multi-week 
competition in which families decode clues 
and join challenges while discovering parks 
and forests in regions across the province.

 • Children and Youth Congresses/Summits -  
organizing congresses/summits with children 
and youth on children and nature in each 
community/province/territory.

It is interesting to note that 4 of the 5 outdoor 
programming proposals scoring over 3.5, are 
associated with formal school environments. 
When one assesses barriers (e.g. the difficulty 
experienced by schools offering higher risk 
experiences) how likely is it that these op-
portunities can be made available extensively 
throughout the country? 

It should be of concern that the lowest score in 
this question related to the provision of youth 
summits. It could be interpreted from this result 
that organizations are falling short of the UN 
Convention For The Rights Of The Child (Article 
12) to be heard and involved in the decisions 
that affect them. 
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Places
What places do we need to ensure that children 
can connect with nature?

Before we can address the issue of places, it 
is important to discuss ‘where is nature?’ It is 
easy to think of Canada’s Rocky Mountains or 
the Canadian Shield as places where nature 
is found; National Parks are wonderful and a 
key part of our heritage. Closer to home, there 
are provincial and regional parks, and the vast 
expanses of open farmland in every province. 
And every municipal jurisdiction has its parks—
from Stanley Park in Vancouver to Signal Hill  
in St John’s.

But children operate on a different scale…from 
their home and garden upward and outward. 
For children, nature can be found in their back 
lane or sidewalk boulevard. It is the quiet 
neglected strip between apartment buildings 
in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver where 
the weeds grow and to which children can 
escape. It is the dandelion that grows between 
the cracks in the concrete as much as it is the 
neighbourhood park.

All these are places where children have the 
opportunity to engage with nature. Equally, 
increasing age brings increased scale and 
increased range. Pre-school children stay close 
to home; teenagers need to engage with a 
wilder nature, found farther from home.

In terms of each different age group, the follow-
ing places were noted as key to nurturing those 
child/nature linkages:

A FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION
The Pan Canadian Survey also provided an opportunity for respondents to address specific issues through open-ended 
questions, and to comment on the effectiveness of specific programs and programmatic approaches. Respondents 
were also asked for ideas on promising practices and partnerships and asked to think about them through the lens of 
age: which programs, practices, and partnerships best served pre-schoolers, middle age children, pre-teens, and teens.

OVERVIEW – THE KEY QUESTIONS
From these open-ended responses, and with the lens  
provided by the close-ended questions analyzed in the 
previous section, we have identified a series of key questions 
with answers that will lead us toward a strategic approach, 
ultimately building greater linkages between children and 
nature.

Those key questions are:
What places do we need to ensure that children can connect 
with nature? 

What are the other organizations and agencies that municipali-
ties must partner with? 

What programs best build children’s knowledge and under-
standing of nature? 

Who do we need to engage with and do we have the trained 
people for the tasks that will be involved in building these links 
between children and nature? 

What policies and regulations must be implemented/amended 
if linking children and nature is to become ‘simply routine’? And 
what tools do we as recreation and park professionals have at 
our disposal to make this happen?

14



REPORTING ON THE PAN CANADIAN SURVEY RE: CHILDREN AND NATURE

Pre-schoolers – ages 0 to 6 years

Daycares, pre-schools, and kindergartens – the 
need for their outdoor spaces to be designed to 
stimulate linking with and awareness of nature.  

Neighbourhood parks – as venues for family 
and child programming, and for supervised 
unstructured play.

Playgrounds – a clearly voiced concern within 
the unstructured responses suggests that 
natural designs replace the plastic playgrounds 
that have become the norm.

City farms and wildlife centres – which offer  
children an opportunity to interact with animals  
and to understand and experience such 
fundamentals as ‘where does milk come from’ 
(answer: the cow, not the supermarket).

Middle Childhood – ages 6 to 12 
years 

Age 6 brings children to school and different 
daily regimes, sets of time, supervisors, and 
personal agendas. However, the process of 
naturalizing the spaces frequented by middle 
childhood children has just begun. Like pre-
schoolers, neighbourhood parks and play-
grounds are key venues for children’s play, with 
a requirement for more challenge and more 
space to run around and ‘just play.’ This age 
group needs less supervision from parents and 
other adults, but its provision, either through 
hired supervisors (what the United Kingdom 
refers to as ‘Play Rangers’) or parents must also 
be recognized and accommodated.

Schools can be very sterile environments: 
mown grass sports fields and blacktop (and 
buildings) probably make up 95% of all school 
sites. However, change is coming with school 
gardens and naturalization of landscaping 
that often includes water and streams, and 
planting to provide shade in summer. Survey 
respondents noted the challenges in moving 
this naturalization forward.

Outdoor classrooms were also frequently 
noted as ways of getting students out into the 
fresh air and connecting with nature. Others 
referred to this as ‘using the school grounds as a 
classroom.’ The value of safe trails and sidewalks 
for getting to and from school was also noted.

The value of natural woodlands and fields  
in parks was also noted as a key venue for 
family walks. Rivers, lakes, and ponds for family 
fishing expeditions were other variants on this.

Community gardens are also important venues 
where intergenerational interaction can occur. 
Most community gardens serve a retired age 
group, but linkage with children of middle 
childhood was thought to be a promising 
opportunity, whether it is with a grandparent 
or older relative, or whether through linkage 
between community garden society and a 
school.

Pre-teens – ages 10 to 13 years

As children move into their pre-teen years, 
their independence increases and with it their 
capacity to experience wilder nature, although 
in places where there is a degree of supervision.

Nature centres and camps offer an opportunity 
to learn and experience nature away from 
urban communities. These are still occasionally 

run by school districts, but are more often 
managed by not-for-profit groups such as the 
Family-Ys.

Regional and provincial parks also offer 
opportunities for wilder day trips, both 
independently, with family, or in organized 
school or other groups.

In urban communities, neighbourhood parks 
are often designed for younger children and are 
not able to meet the interest or activity levels of 
pre-teens. Specific parks need to be designed 
for this age group and for teens. These youth 
parks have sprung up across the country, 
although ‘designing with nature’ is often not a 
priority.

Teens – aged 12 to 17 years

While teens can be a challenge, it is at this age 
that many youth develop a strong environ-
mental ethic, and often this is born out of 
experiences in wild places. With this age, given 
appropriate levels of supervision, any place is 
within their ability to reach and experience: 
high mountain hiking, snow camping, multi-
day hikes through national parks.

In as much as they can essentially go anywhere, 
place ceases to be a key variable. Outdoor 
education centres and adventure parks, such as 
mountain bike parks and Frisbee golf courses, 
offer potential for these key interactions 
between teens and nature.
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Partnerships
 
What are the other organizations and agencies 
that municipalities must partner with?

As recreation and park professionals, we clearly 
recognize the need to enter into partnerships. 
Respondents to the survey noted many different  
partnerships that were in some way actively 
linking children to nature. They included:
 • The national linking that is now occurring 

through the Child Nature Alliance. This 
initiative was founded in BC in 2008, but is 
now a Canada-wide organization with Board 
members from across the country. It has 
close ties with the Evergreen Foundation and 
their work on natural playgrounds.

 • The international linking which is now occur-
ring through the Child and Nature Network 
in the US (which has linkages elsewhere in 
the world, including Canada) and the Healthy 
Parks/Healthy People initiative stemming 
from the State of Victoria, Australia. 

 • Initiatives at the regional level which 
primarily focus on active living. These are 
often driven by the regional health agencies, 
but their reach is long and they incorporate 
municipalities, school districts and many not-
for-profit agencies. Examples include Durham 
Lives! (Durham Region’s Heart Health 
Initiative), and Brampton Clean City where 
the City partners with Tim Horton’s and many 
community associations to clean up the city 
and restore specific environmental locales.

 • Community partnerships focused on specific 
activities – again, there are many examples: 
St Albert’s River Edge Enhancement Program 
(cleaning up the Sturgeon River), the Bow 
River Mountain Bike Alliance (working to 
build bike trails and keep the Bow River Val-
ley environmentally clean), and DUGS which 
is the City of Whitehorse Downtown Urban 
Gardening Society.

 • Specific organizations whose program-
ming links children with nature. Of these 
groups, Scouts and Guides were frequently 
mentioned, but other organizations such 
as Boys and Girls Clubs, and Communities 
in Bloom also have strong programs. All of 
these organizations have a role to play as we 
develop both holistic and comprehensive 
approaches to child and nature issues.

In terms of each different age group, the follow-
ing partnerships were noted as key to nurturing 
those child/nature linkages:

Pre-schoolers – ages 0 to 6 years

Key partners for this age group are the 
pre-schools and childcare centres, and the 
organizations that support them. 

Both Scouts Canada and Guides Canada have 
programs that start at age five—Beavers and 
Sparks—both of which place high value on 
getting children outdoors and using nature as a 
learning tool.

There are various Facebook communities 
springing up in neighbourhoods that allow par-
ents to get together for more informal activities 
such as walks in the parks or spontaneous play 
in a neighbour’s backyard. While not formally 
linked to the municipality, these arrangements 
lend themselves to the spontaneity required 
with very young children and their caregivers 
are usually of the most Facebook-conscious 
generation. These linkages are fostered through 
the websites of the Children and Nature 
Alliance.

Middle Childhood – ages 6 to 12 
years 

Municipalities are most active in their  
programming for this age group. While most 
deliver their own programs, many do partner 
with other agencies where the camps or 
programming is outside their facilities. For 
instance, the City of Victoria and the Victoria 
Composting Society run summer camps for 
children.

The provision of leaders for this age group is 
another important way in which the opportuni-
ties to get outside and into the parks, and 
hopefully to learn something along the way, are 
enhanced through partnerships. Many agencies 
are keen to provide professional and trained  
naturalists or skilled and experienced volunteers 
 to be program leaders. The experience could 
be a walk in the forest program led by the 
naturalist, or a Community Garden Society 
dedicating a plot of their site to children 
recruited through a municipal program.

Both Scouts and Guides have active programs 
for this age group.

Pre-teens – ages 10 to 13 years 

There are many activities which will catch the 
attention and imagination of this age group, 
and many organizations which focus on those 
activities. 

Outdoor sport organizations – from mountain 
biking to canoeing to cross country skiing, 
all have great youth programming that take 
children of this age out into the great outdoors.

Outdoor recreation organizations – from Scouts 
to Guides to local camping and hiking clubs, 
these initiatives have youth programming 
which municipalities can partner with.

School programming – schools have extensive 
curriculums that can be taught more easily 
in the outdoors—physical education, social 
studies, environmental education, and biology 
are obvious candidates, but there are learning 
materials in many other subjects that can link 
children with nature through their school work.

Teens – aged 12 to 17 years

Many of those partner organizations noted 
above carry over into the teen years. Other 
organizations that are of partial interest to this 
age group would include:

Youth led groups – examples of these groups 
would be the Environmental Youth Alliance, 
and also the Natural Leaders program of the 
Children and Nature Alliance. 

Environmental stewardship groups – the  
linkage here can often be with particular 
projects (from stream stewardship to tree 
planting that can be a priority with both the 
municipality and the environmental group. 
While Greenpeace might be the best known, 
there are many other more local groups; for 
instance, in Coquitlam, BC, the Maple Creek 
Stream keepers work with both the municipal-
ity and local schools to protect the Creek.
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Programs
What programs best build children’s knowledge 
and understanding of nature?

Programs are the primary way in which we 
offer the community the means to engage 
with recreation and parks. But once the stock in 
trade of sports, aquatics, fitness, and aerobics 
are removed, the calendar looks a little bare. 
There are good children in nature programs 
out there, but they are hard to find, are few in 
number, and are often not delivered through 
the municipal system. 
 
A key point to mention here, as well, is the 
need for a quality assurance system for outdoor 
programs, both as a means of ensuring quality 
program offerings and as a means of reduc-
ing risk through proper staff training and 
preparation. Most, if not all, provincial camping 
associations offer standards of practice for their 
membership to follow that specifically address 
these concerns.

In terms of each different age group, the  
following programs were noted as key to 
nurturing those child/nature linkages:

Pre-schoolers – ages 0 to 6 years 

Firstly, there are an increasing number of 
programs delivered for families encouraging 
them to join a walking or gardening group with 
their families. Oak Hammock Marsh Interpretive 
Centre, just 20 minutes north of Winnipeg, 
offers a wide variety of family programming.

Also many indoor programs, such as Jungle 
Gym, can be moved outdoors for the summer, 
becoming Jungle Gym in the Park .

For ideas for programming, Scouts and Girl 
Guides Canada have a wide variety of programs 
for the Beaver and Spark age children that can 
be moved easily into the municipal recreation 
and parks setting.

Middle Childhood – ages 6 to 12 years

Many summer camp and Professional 
Development Day programs offer park based 
camps where middle school children are just 
allowed to chill out and play…with some mild 
supervision if necessary. However, these kinds 
of programs are primarily moved indoors once 
summer is over. There is great opportunity 
to bring fun games to this outdoor setting 
with activities as simple as scavenger hunts to 
increase their nature learning quotient.

Pre-teens – ages 10 to 13 years 

There is no shortage of ideas for programming 
for this age group: for example, geocaching, 
camping, hikes, outdoor survival games, and 
capture the flag.

Additionally almost anything that involves 
technology (such as GPS) and replicates current 
reality TV shows could appeal to pre-teens.

Teens – aged 12 to 17 years 

Programs for this age group can be of several 
types:

Youth involvement programs such as youth 
making films or videos about local nature 
issues, or actually undertaking stewardship 
projects.

Adventure activities and out-trips are a 
favourite of most youth centres and going ski-
ing, snow-shoeing, camping, or canoeing is an 
excellent way of introducing youth, especially 
those who live in cities, to the outdoors.

Programs that build teamwork and leadership 
skills, such as providing programs for younger 
children, or building trails or wildlife viewing 
areas also serve as opportunities to engage 
with the outdoors.
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People
Who do we need to engage with and do we 
have the trained people for the tasks that will be 
involved in building these links between children 
and nature?

In community recreation and parks, people are 
our strength. But this is a broader question than 
just what new training courses do we need for 
our staff. There are several key activities that 
must be engaged in if the linkages between 
children and nature are to be strengthened.

Firstly, public awareness has to be raised, with 
primary targets being parents. If we have 
parents who understand why the child/nature 
linkage is important, their demand will drive all 
the other aspects of the system. Once parents 
are on side, our elected officials will tend to 
follow.

Secondly, peers are important at all ages. 
That means children and youth themselves 
have to want to be engaged in these kinds of 
programming and activities. It must be cool, it 
must be tech-savvy, and it must fit the timing 
and lifestyles of young people…but youth 
recreation programmers are experts on these 
elements, and youth themselves are also the 
experts when it comes to such packaging. 
Youth engagement is also critical.

We must also tap into the skilled and trained 
personnel who work for our partner agencies; 
they are the people who know the biology, 
zoology, and environmental education that is 
the content of a program. Recreation and park 
professionals must match their own skills and 
expertise with those of these other professions 
to build successful programs and approaches. 
Richard Louv would contend that these are the 
school programs that are being replaced with 
“technology” type programs.

Once all these human resource elements are in 
place, the recreation and park professional will 
be required to knit these elements together 
into a coherent program stream.

In terms of each different age group, the  
following people were noted as key to  
nurturing those child/nature linkages:

Pre-schoolers – ages 0 to 6 years

Parents are the critical people with pre-schoolers.  
Not only does their interest and understanding 
have to be raised, but their concerns related 
to risk must be addressed. This will not be an 
easy task. Modern digital marketing and social 
media are on our side: small community groups 
can be fostered and facilitated.

Neighbours are also important. Our communi-
ties are considerably more anonymous than 
they were 25 or 50 years ago, but community 
connection has to be rebuilt if parents are to 
feel comfortable about their relatively young 
children playing in the neighbourhood. 
Building child friendly commvunities is key to 
getting children outside and back in touch with 
local nature.

Staff at pre-schools, childcare workers, and 
advocates are the first ‘education professionals’ 
that a young person comes in contact with and 
their attitudes to nature and getting outdoors 
are critical if the right values are to be fostered 
at the youngest ages.

Middle Childhood – ages 6 to 12 years

School principals and teachers become critical 
as soon as a child enters kindergarten, as the 
people who set the values and ethics about 
what is important in life: nature and outdoor 
activity, as well as curricular education and 
sitting nicely in class.

Volunteer activity leaders such as Beaver and 
Cub leaders are great resources to the system 
although some aspects of their program for 
example the uniforms might be problematic for 
some parents and children. However the Scout 
and Guide movements have a vast amount 
of program and activity materials that can be 
transplanted into a broader recreation program. 
A closer liaison between these organizations 
and the local municipalities will build opportu-
nities for better marketing and collaboration.

Pre-teens – ages 10 to 13 years

Coaches and community mentors, not just 
those with sport teams but also those in other 
community organizations, are also key people 
within the emerging child and nature network. 
The research shows us that they, along with 
parents and peers, are the ones who impart the 
ethics and values to children that will sustain 
them throughout their lives.

Teens – aged 12 to 17 years 

Peers are critical to the engagement of teens. 
But as noted previously, if it is cool, techno-
savvy, and fits a teens lifestyle, they will come…
and will tell their peers through their social 
networks, both online and offline.
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Policies and 
Practices
What policies and practices must be implemented/ 
amended if linking children and nature is to 
become ‘simply routine’? And what tools do we 
as recreation and park professionals have at our 
disposal to make this happen?

The municipality has two or three main tools 
within its local governmental arsenal with 
which to address the systemic change that 
will be necessary if greater linkage between 
children and nature is to be achieved.

At the micro-level, most municipalities have 
a Recreation Guide—maybe in paper, but 
increasingly on-line. This is the department’s 
major communications tool with parents who 
are signing their children up for programs 
and activities. Through its very content, it tells 
people what is important and what their kids 
should be active in…aquatics, skating, Sunday 
morning Jungle Gym for pre-schoolers, etc. 
Every year, new programs are tried; some pass, 
some fail. Most are within the broad categories 
of the guide. All these guides clearly need 
another section entitled, “Connecting With 
Nature.” Recreation and parks departments 
need to find new ways of engaging children 
and youth to promote awareness of the 
benefits of this group spending time outdoors, 
in nature. New media may serve this function 
well, if children are drawn to it to begin with.

Every five to ten years, most major municipalities 
prepare a new or revise their existing recreation 
and parks master plan. This is a key opportunity 
to look at trends in recreation and park pro-
gramming and design. It is a key opportunity 
to include broader strategies about linking 
children and nature. These strategies should 
cover the places, programs, partnerships, and 
people that are required to meet the  
broader goal.

Municipalities and school systems must also 
find ways to address the growing issue of risk 
management and risk abatement. How can 
outdoor programs for children develop and 
evolve if the threat of punitive litigation exists? 
Can senior levels of government intervene to 
limit the financial risks involved? 

Should standards of practice used by camping 
associations and other program delivery 
systems be adopted across the breadth of this 
service sector?

The recreation and parks master plan often 
rolls up into the official Community Plan and 
sometimes into a Regional Growth Strategy.  
Each of these has goals that address community  
social and environmental sustainability. 
Most such plans have extensive monitoring 
mechanisms to ensure that the policies are  
having the desired effect. Embedding some 
of the concerns into these processes will also 
ensure that the importance of children and 
nature is recognized and measured.

In terms of each different age group, the  
following policies and practices were noted as 
key to nurturing those child/nature linkages:

Pre-schoolers – ages 0 to 6 years

Daycare regulations prescribe the kind of 
outdoor environment that must be provided  
in licensed care settings. These are very precise  
in some situations, but in most cases hardly ad-
dress the issue of nature in the outdoor space; 
for example, is a stretch of blacktop surrounded 
by a wire fence adequate? Improvements to 
the regulations would ensure more natural 
surroundings for pre-schoolers in their first 
institutional setting.

Middle Childhood – ages 6 to 12 years

School curriculum and administrative  
guidelines to school principals basically set  
out what happens in the school day: what 
subjects are taught, how much time for recess, 
what happens in PE, etc. Adjustments to these 
guidelines, most of which are provincial in 
scope, would pave the way for the kind of 
required changes in school days that were 
frequently noted by survey respondents.

Pre-teens – ages 10 to 13 years

Local zoning regulations, along with other 
municipal planning standards, determine 
what our communities look like: how wide the 
street and sidewalk are, and what you can do 
on them (is street hockey allowed or are all 
roads for cars only?). Amendments to these 
regulations would allow more life on the street 
that, if accompanied with more community 
supervision, would allow children back into 
their neighbourhoods to play and discover local 
nature. Linking nature opportunities with new 
media might appeal greatly to this age group 
and older youth. 

Teens – aged 12 to 17 years

Policies related to out-trips from schools  
and municipalities tend to deluge teachers and 
others in paperwork, making it easier to ignore 
the out-trip and stay in the classroom. Simplify-
ing some of these procedures would be a major 
step in allowing students to get into the parks 
and open spaces in their communities.
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THEMES
Clearly, the respondents to the Pan Canadian Survey had many ideas 
about what was already happening and what needs to happen if  
children and young people are going to have nature more firmly  
embedded in their daily lives.

We have suggested this will occur if places are created, partnerships 
built, programs developed, people educated and trained, media and 
communication plans developed, and policies and practices adapted.
Yet this will be rather a ‘scatter gun’ approach if left at that. For instance,  
neighbourhood parks may be naturalized, so that summer play camps 
can be run but without trained staff and a public relations campaign 
directed at educating parents, the camps might not get the enrolment 
required to succeed.

However, survey respondents also suggested obliquely (since we  
did not ask this as a specific question) that there are some ‘themes’ 
embedded within the overall child and nature focus, and that these 
themes might provide a more focused and integrated starting point.
We would suggest that there are about six themes, as follows:
• Nature in Gardens
• Nature in Sport
• Nature in Outdoor Recreation
• Nature in and as Learning
• Nature in Active Transportation
• Nature in Play

For each of these themes, there are places, partners, programs,  
people, media/communication, and policies that must be considered 
and coordinated if that theme is to move forward. Each theme is likely 
directed at different age groups, offers different roles for municipal 
recreation and park professionals, and therefore has different  
strategies, actions, and first steps.

As a final stage in the analysis of this survey, we start to lay out these 
themes, as follows:
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Nature in Gardens

Description: 
 - Many survey respondents noted that garden-

ing is a perfect activity that can link children 
and  nature, is close to home or school, is easily 
managed environment, and has with edible 
results, etc.

Lead Agency: 
 - Municipal Parks Department

Municipal Recreation and Park Professional Role:
 - To coordinate the various partners
 - To identify community gardens in the  

municipality, as well as locations that could 
be turned into community gardens

 - To manage issues related to program  
volunteers (PRCs, etc.)

 - To ensure program information is published 
in the Recreation Guide

Partners:
 - Municipality 
 - School District
 - Local Garden Societies
 - Local Community Garden Societies
 - Communities in Bloom
 - Commercial Greenhouses and Garden 

Centres

Places: 
 - Schools with community or school gardens
 - Community gardens

Program Examples: 
 - The Children’s Garden in Pembroke Ontario - 

http://www.thechildrensgarden.net/ 
 - The Children’s Garden at Robert Legget Park, 

Ottawa - http://www.sustainablelivingot-
tawaeast.ca/WebPages/frames.html

 - The High Park Children’s Garden, Toronto -  
http://www.toronto.ca/parks/programs/
gardening.htm#ABOUT1 

Ages:  
- Pre-schoolers, middle childhood and  
  pre-teens

Nature in Sport

Description: 
 - While many sports, both indoor and outdoor, 

do little to link children with the nature 
around them, many use nature as the facility 
or venue for the activity. Respondents noted 
that these sports offer great potential to 
get children and youth outdoors, physically 
active, and in close contact with nature. 
Indeed in most of these sports, understand-
ing the nuances of nature—the stickiness of 
the snow in cross country skiing, or the flow 
of the river in canoe/kayak—was critical to 
personal performance.

Sports involved in this theme could include:
 - Geocaching, Cross Country Skiing, Orienteer-

ing, Canoeing/Kayaking, Mountain Biking, 
Down Hill Skiing, Snowshoeing or even 
the provision of a sliding hill in a park as 
a precurser to more challenging Olympic 
sliding sports.

Lead Agency: 
 - Municipal Recreation Department

Municipal Recreation and Park Professionals Role: 
 - To coordinate the various partners
 - To manage issues related to program 

volunteers,travel, etc.

 - To ensure program information is published 
in the Recreation Guide

Partners: 
 - Municipality
 - Local and Provincial Sport Organizations
 - Local businesses selling outdoor sporting  

equipment

Places: 
 - In many communities, there is already a 

relationship between related local sport  
clubs and the municipality whereby the  
sport occurs on municipal land or in/from 
a municipal park. In some cases, ski hill 
operators might also be involved in providing 
venues for these activites.

Model Programs: 
 - Many respondents noted the opportunities, 

but none identified specific programs where 
the nature-linkage is the core of the program. 
Further research and discussion is required to 
identify and develop program details.

Ages: 
 - Pre-teens and teens.

Nature in Outdoor Recreation

Description: 
 - Outdoor recreation is where children meet 

nature, and many respondents noted fishing, 
camping, hiking, geocaching, etc. as ways 
for children to connect with nature. Many 
municipalities run out-trips that allow this 
connection to occur and often link them with 
environmental education. Outdoor recreation 
is also an area where many other groups are 
active: Scouts and Guides, Family Y camps, 
etc.

Is much work needed to develop this theme?
  -Not a great deal, although a close  

examination of the barriers to this particular 
area – cost of and therefore lack of equip-
ment, staff trained with the appropriate 
qualifications, etc – will no doubt yield other 
strategies that are required.

Lead Agency: 
 - Municipal Recreation and Parks  

Department

Municipal Recreation and Park Professionals Role: 
- To coordinate and co-promote the programs 

which are run by the many not-for-profit 
groups.

 - To identify barriers and coordinate responses.
 - To develop a shared equipment bank.

Partners: 
 - Municipalities
 - Local not-for-profit groups, especially scouts 

and guides, but also local hiking clubs, 
branches of Alpine Club, etc.

 - Retail equipment suppliers, such as Mountain 
Equipment Co-op

Places: 
 - Provincial parks for camping and  

municipal and regional parks for hiking and 
geocaching and orienteering.

 - Both scouts and guide organizations have  
dedicated camps which provide better  
locations than provincial or national parks, 
which are open to the public.

Model Programs: 
 - Both Scouts and Guides Canada have extensive 

programmatic material that is appropriate for 
children and nature activities.

Ages: 
 - Middle childhood, pre-teens and teens.
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Nature in and as Learning

Description: 
 - While environmental education will always 

be a part of child and nature activities, there 
is a set of program activities suggested by 
survey respondents that had education as 
the principal program purpose and outcome. 
These were programs that were provided 
by schools or outdoor education centres, 
and were part of or met the requirements of 
provincial educational curricula.

Lead Agency: 
 - School districts/Environmental Education 

Associations

Municipal Recreation and Park Professionals Role:
 - To work with the school district to identify 

program opportunities.
 - To market non-school based programs 

through their recreation guide.

Partners: 
 - School districts
 - Recreation departments
 - Not-for-profit groups that run outdoor  

education centres
 - Commercial sponsors interested in  

developing a “Green Image” for the media

Places: 
 - A wide variety of places were noted as 

providing such opportunities: outdoor 
education centres, fish hatcheries, provincial 
and regional park nature and interpretation 
centers, etc.

  Some of these are run by school districts, 
some by not-for-profit organizations, while  
others are part of the national or provincial 
park services. Very few are owned and  
operated by municipalities.

Model Programs: 
 - Brackendale Outdoor School – run by the 

North - Vancouver School District -  
http://www.nvsd44.bc.ca/en/Programs/
OutdoorSchool/Programs.aspx 

 - Blue Lake Outdoor Education Centre -  
http://www.bluelakealberta.ca/ 

 - Oak Hammock Marsh Interpretive Centre - 
http://www.oakhammockmarsh.ca/ 

 - Strathcona Wilderness Centre – run by  
Strathcona County, AB -   
http://www.strathcona.ca/departments/Recre-
ation_Parks_and_Culture/Recreation_Centres/
strathcona-wilderness-centre.aspx

Ages: 
 - All ages.

Nature in Active Transportation

Description: 
 - Whether biking and walking trails are ends or 

means in the child and nature discussion is a 
question, but many respondents noted them 
as a key part of getting children and youth 
outdoors and active in nature.

  Most municipalities have been active in this 
area for several years,  and trail development 
is invariably at the top of the general public’s 
list of priorities for recreation and parks 
development.

  However, building specific linkages between 
children and nature through trails and walking/
biking is not well developed. Perphaps just 
getting kids out there and moving/active is 
enough, but the linkages and opportunities  
could be explored and some program 
development work undertaken.

Lead Agency: 
 - Municipal Recreation Department - It could be 

other agencies or the Parks Department, but if 
the content of the programming is to include 
or focus on nature, then this task cannot be 
left to others—it requires the knowledge and 
skills of the recreation and park professional.

Municipal Recreation and Park Professionals Role:
 - To work with other partners to create pro-

grams that link trails with nature for children.
 - To package and market these programs 

through the Recreation Guide.

Partners: 
 - In most communities, there is an Active Living 

Alliance or Active Transportation  
Alliance.

 - Local bike stores and equipment suppliers.

Places: 
 - Community trails.

Model Programs: 
 - The Walking School Bus –  

http://www.saferoutestoschool.ca/
 - Walkable Communities –  

http://www.walkable.org/

Ages: 
 - Middle childhood, pre-teens and teens.

Nature in Play

Description: 
 - Building or rebuilding unstructured play  

and the infrastructure that supports it has 
been recognized as a key to increasing 
physical activity levels in children. Link-
ing unstructured play to nature is a small 
additional step that was well supported by 
survey respondents. 
 
Municipal parks are the best of locations for 
rebuilding unstructured play.

Lead Agency: 
 - Municipal Recreation and Parks Departments

Municipal Recreation and Park Professionals Role:
 - To identify neighbourhood parks where 

unstructured play can be facilitated.
 - To provide staff trained in play animation.
 - To market and promote the programs 

through the Recreation Guide.

Partners: 
 - Local public health organizations

Places:
 - Neighbourhood parks

Model Programs: 
 - While some summer camp programs come  

very close to this model, few consciously link 
play and nature. 

Programs from the UK include:
 - Nature Play – http://www.forestry.gov.uk/

forestry/INFD-7LSEHW 
 - Play England –  

http://www.playengland.org.uk/

Some other examples include:
 - The Child Nature Alliance –  

http://www.childnature.ca/
 - Children and Nature –  

http://www.childrenandnature.org/
 - Green Hearts –  

http://www.greenheartsinc.org/ 
 - Kaboom! –  

http://kaboom.org/about_kaboom

Ages: 
 - Pre-schoolers, middle childhood, pre-teens.
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REPORTING ON THE PAN CANADIAN SURVEY RE: CHILDREN AND NATURE

RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES AND ACTIONS FOR THE 
CANADIAN PARKS AND RECREATION ASSOCIATION

Continue to build the broad partnership that 
will energize change and build a  
national strategy by:
 • Working with other key committed not-

for-profit organizations and agencies to 
strengthen and expanding the broad-based 
coalition that is forming around the Child and 
Nature Alliance, to agree on complementary 
roles and activities, and to ensure communica-
tions are coordinated.

 • Working with private sector partners to 
ensure that their skills and resources are 
complementary to the national strategy.

Actions
 • Convene a follow-up national dialogue to this 

survey and this report.
 • Present a project update to recreation and 

park professionals at the 2011 BCRPA/CPRA 
conference (Richmond, May 2011).

 • Partner with the Child and Nature Alliance 
to host a series of a regional child and nature 
summits (following up on the March 2010 
Pacific Regional Summit, Get Outside! It’s in 
Our Nature).

 • Seek further refinement and input from 
recreation and park professionals.

 • Work with Mountain Equipment Co-op to 
enhance their long-term commitment, and 
to agree to their support for a goal-oriented 
partnership.

 • Identify other corporate supporters and 
define their roles within goal-oriented 
partnerships.

 • Work with the Federation of Canadian  
Municipalities to heighten municipal elected 
official awareness.

Undertake the feasibility of developing a 
training and education program to ensure 
that recreation and park practitioners and 
volunteers are able to develop and deliver 
programs related to children and nature.        
      
Actions
 • Develop a leaders’ school/training institute 

that will allow recreation and park profes-
sionals and leaders to participate in education 
and training on the issues and programs 
developed to link children with nature. Build 
on existing resources and curriculum to build  
the capacity of program leaders and educators.

 • Find corporate support for this venture.

Undertake the feasibility of developing an 
awareness/marketing/communications 
program to ensure that the public, especially 
parents, understand the issues related to 
children and nature.

Actions
 • Collaborate with partners to refine the 

communications messages into appropriate 
packages for media dissemination.

 • Develop multimedia/social media  
dissemination vehicles and approaches.

 • Collaborate with ParticpACTION in the work 
they are undertaking.

 • Assess feasibility and relevancy of building 
“Children and Nature” into “June is  
Recreation and Parks Month” plans and 
initiatives.

Work with the Child and Nature Alliance to 
extend their current web based resources to 
allow all coalition partners to share program-
matic ideas, and to allow individuals to 
present and share innovative programs.

Actions
 • Liaise with the Child and Nature Alliance  

to extend their current interactive, website to 
meet the complementary needs of coalition 
members and recreation and  
park professionals.

Engage with the Canadian Leisure Research 
Association to prepare a translational 
research program to focus more rigor and 
analysis in areas pertaining to children  
and nature.

Actions
 • Liaise with federal social research agencies    
    to secure research funding.

Establish a CPRA Task Group to review the Pan 
Canadian Survey report and initiate a process 
for follow-up engagement with Mountain 
Equipment Co-op to determine those areas 
where a CPRA/MEC Pan Canadian grass 
roots “children in nature” initiative would be 
deemed feasible. 

Actions
Some initial areas for consideration, beyond 
the review and assessment of programs and 
initiatives identified through Question 10 of the 
Pan-Canadian Survey, might include:
 • A reward based program that encourages 

participation in a variety of outdoor/nature 
experiences.

 • Sponsored training for Natural Leaders to 
work within existing non-profit organizations 
to increase opportunities for children in 
nature.

 • A specific “branded” training program to be 
offered by CPRA members and other agents 
to train outdoor leaders, with a commitment 
by CPRA members to increase children in 
nature offerings by a prescribed percentage/
number.

 • Development of a national social marketing 
campaign, with a nationally recognizable 
spokesperson, to influence public opinion 
about the benefits children experiencing 
nature.

 • Development of a family information pack-
age to encourage families to “Take the Nature 
Challenge” that might induce more families to 
spend time outdoors.

As a result of the opinions, thoughts and comments gathered from the Pan Canadian Survey and additional input from the presentation of material at the 
Parks and Recreation Ontario national forum in Niagara Falls, some “strategies for action” are recommended, namely:
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APPENDIX 1: CRPA NATIONAL  
STRATEGY SESSION MATERIALS

The following was a table from the introduction 
to the Survey: Pan Canadian Communities 
Perspective on Children and Youth in Nature, 
February 2010:

Since the publication of “Last Child in the 
Woods” by Richard Louv, (Algonquin Paperbacks,  
Second Edition 2008) many people across 
North America and especially in Canada have 
been deeply affected by his message that 
children and young people’s detachment, even 
alienation, from nature, is causing them to ex-
perience physical, mental and health problems. 
He has termed this non-medical phenomena 
“children’s nature deficit disorder”.

That children and youth have increasing  
levels of physical, mental and health problems 
is well accepted: Obesity, Diabetes, ADD, ADHD 
are health issues, while bullying, gangs, and an 
overdose of TV, video games, texting, etc. are 
likely both cause and symptom of these and 
other issues. There is also extensive research 
to show that stronger associations with nature 
and natural surroundings have positive health 
impacts for children and youth.

The challenge of course is ‘how’: how can rec-
reation and park professionals offer programs 
and activities that get children outside, in the 
open air, running around, enjoying nature?  
Not just ‘wild nature’ as found in our national 
parks, but also ‘local nature’ that is found in 
our gardens and shared private spaces, in our 
streets and sidewalks and trails, and in our local 
parks. How can we stimulate, facilitate, and 
provide the natural and built infrastructure, 
effective public policy, and facilitate programs 
and unstructured activity? How can we get kids 
outside to play again?

CPRA NATIONAL STRATEGY SESSION ON CHILDREN IN NATURE: BACKGROUNDER

Sources:
•  ARPA, Report from the Provincial Dialogue 

on Children in Nature – Alberta Edition (June 
2008)

•  Canadian Parks Council, Healthy by Nature 
(undated)

•  BCRPA and ARPA, Healthy by Nature, A 
Discussion Paper for Recreation and Parks N/
PT partners (March 2008)

•  Ken Cordell, The Latest on Trends in Nature-
Based Outdoor Recreation (Spring 2008)

•  PRO, Healthy by Nature, A Proposal to “Recon-
nect Ontarians” with Nature (July 2008)

•  Royal Botanical Garden, Back to Nature, 
Towards an Ontario Strategy for Bringing 
Children and Nature Together, Event and 
Workshop Report (November 2008)
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FOCUS ON:  CHILDREN IN NATURE – A
SNAPSHOT OF WHAT’S HAPPENING ACROSS THE COUNTRY

Provincial/Territorial 
Partner Policy Statements, 
Strategies, Programs or 
Resources 

Provincial/Territorial  
Policies 

Leading Municipal or  
Community Agency  
Policies/Programs 

Partnerships and Alliances

BC Recreation & Parks  
Association

Member of Children and 
Nature Alliance, contrib-
uted to their logic model 
and strategic plan (http://
www.childnature.ca/alli-
ance/); Get Outside Forum 
on March 2009; Hatley 
Declaration for Children, 
Families and Nature

Mountain Equipment Coop

Ministry of Environment: 
financial and staff support 
for the Children and Nature 
Alliance 

See Alliance Natural Youth 
Leaders Initiative  
(http://www.childnature.ca/
alliance/natural-leaders/) 

Mountain Equipment Coop

Children and Nature 
Alliance

Provincial Ministry of the 
Environment

Alberta Recreation and  
Parks Association
(ARPA)

Association hosted Provin-
cial Dialogue on Children 
and Nature

Association prepared a 
position paper “Healthy 
by Nature: Up Close and 
Personal - Investing in 
Community Parks, Open 
Space and Nature  
Education”
 

ATPR (Parks Division) 
has initiated a program 
whereby youth can become 
more involved with 
provincial parks 

Strathcona County -  
Wilderness Centre

City of Calgary - Outdoor/
bird sanctuaries

Many municipalities have 
established urban parks/
trails systems 

Allied provincial stakeholders  
(e.g. Alberta Environmental 
Education Council)

Corporate Sector

Parks & Recreation  
Ontario  
 

Annual General Meeting 
Membership Resolution 
to support Policy 

Action Ontario Trails Strategy

The Riverwood Conservancy 
 “Education naturally”

City of Toronto Canoe Camp 
and Leadership Program 

Ontario Children in  
Nature Coalition

P.E.I. Recreation & Facilities 
Association

Promoting “Municipal 
Tobacco Free Outdoor 
Recreation Facility Policy” 
 

Promotion of parks in  
newsletters and website

Nature trails

Sunsafe shelters in tobacco 
free outdoor spaces

Canadian Cancer Society

Heart and Stroke  
Foundation

Provincial Government

Recreation New  
Brunswick 

NB Trails - Passport to 
Wellness Program

NB Trails/RNB Active 
Transportation

NB Trails Coalition

Recreation Nova Scotia 
 

-Back to Nature Programming



Suggested Collective/National Goals:

 • To promote/educate to increase the 
perceived value and benefits of participating 
in nature/outdoors

 • Educate other sectors and the public at large 
as to the benefits of children spending time 
outdoors

 • To promote and educate society on the 
benefits of being in nature, and to encourage 
respect and appreciation for our green 
spaces while encouraging ecological 
stewardship

 • Work with the Children and Nature Alliance 
to encourage developments in this area

 • Create awareness – make an effort to spread 
the word

 • Network with other groups that create or 
present barriers, e.g. school boards – consider 
some initiatives to start solving the lack of 
access to schools, etc.

 • Get our children/youth outside by:
 - generating interest/discussion at the national 

level; be “on the agenda”
 - creating templates, framework to help, 

assist federal, provincial and municipal 
decision-making

 • Funding
 • Advocacy 
 • Leveraging existing programs and partnering
 • National Communities of Practice
 • Research and data availability – short data 

points on impact on health, etc.
 • Development of consistent benefits  

messages through consultation with 
stakeholders

 • Create a resource list of existing  
agencies programs/resources (don’t  
need to re-invent the wheel)

 • Identify roles for federal, provincial, municipal 
government and non-profit organizations

 • Tie natural exploration into school  
curriculum

 • Identify obstacles to being in nature (e.g.  
liability) and suggest solutions in a toolkit

 • Natural spaces within walking distance of 
every resident

 • Educational materials for lay persons,  
outlining the benefits of getting  
children outdoor

 • Advocate for policy changes, through  
doctors, for children’s better health

 • Take regular activities, onto trails and  
natural areas, e.g. Easter Egg Hunt on trail 
with partner group

 • Work on “joint-use” discussions with school 
boards

 • Parks professionals “fear of risk” puts limits 
on play outdoors – need to evaluate and 
manage

 • Work with Ducks Unlimited and other groups 
to get things out for the  
community

 • Lobby or advocate retail/corporations  
that benefit from greater use/interaction of 
outdoors to work with us and  
fund initiatives

 • Partner with school boards to develop 
natural areas for each school site – recreation 
and parks departments to do the work and/or 
partner to help create and manage

 • Ensure students in recreation programs 
aware of the initiative

 • Municipalities need to better link with 
not-for-profits that already work in this area, 
e.g. Scouts – municipalities need to review 
policies

 • Look at national charter for school out trips 
(UK system)

 • Investigate “play strategies” – to develop 
unstructured play

 • Safety considerations – how do we change 
how parents think about letting their kids go 
to play at the park

 • Generating a framework for curriculum 
development at the provincial level

 • Providing a database of best practices for use 
by provinces, municipalities, and families

 • Generate guidelines for awareness/advocacy 
campaigns at the provincial and local levels

 • Grant application toolkits to help provide  
professional guidance to community groups

 • Create a training program for experts to help 
them be trained to properly educate others 
about nature deficit

 • Partnerships with gardening groups to help 
expose people with limited time and space to 
outdoor recreation – opens the door to other 
activities.

 • Assisting with establishing a “screen-time”  
awareness campaign

 • Developer regulations to provide green 
space – partnering with FCM

CPRA NATIONAL STRATEGY SESSION ON CHILDREN IN NATURE:  
RESULTS OF DISCUSSIONS

National Strategies/Solutions/Supports  Needed:
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 • Outdoor friendly communities
 • Embedding into school curriculum – as-

sistance for Provincial/Territorial partners to 
lobby provincial government

 • Council of Ministers of Education get CPRA 
on agenda

 • Hosting a roundtable of strategic/relevant/
partner organizations

 • Social marketing campaign – partnerships, 
sponsors

 • Identify relevant programs that exist
 • Define/clarify role in national child/nature 

alliance/movement
 • Creating more accessible green spaces, i.e. 

currently have to book/pay for many spaces, 
work with FCM

27

Preliminary Suggestions for CPRA:

In the next year, CPRA should: 
 • Ensure issue is a strategic priority for CPRA.
 • Define/clarify it’s role in national child/nature 

alliance/movement and identify relevant 
partners/initiatives.

 • Assemble an advisory group to develop mis-
sion statement and key messaging (benefits).

 • Develop resources to hire paid full-time  
professional within CPRA to begin handling 
this issue specifically. Focus mainly on infor-
mation gathering for a national database.

 • Spend time making people aware of the 
initiative.

 • Partner with the National Alliance on  
Children and Nature.

 • Create champions.
 • Work with FCM and provincial  

“municipality” associations .
 • Bring together the regional initiatives into a 

national initiative.
 • Develop partnerships.
 • Promotion of important research – to 

members (for example, through short sharp 
links).



Canadian Parks and Recreation Association
1180 Walkley Road
PO Box 83069
Ottawa, ON, K1V 2M5

Phone: 613-523-5315
info@cpra.ca

Alberta Recreation & Parks Association (ARPA)
11759 Groat Road
Edmonton AB T5M 3K6

Toll Free: 877-544-1747
Phone: 780-415-1745
Fax: 780-451-7915
arpa@arpaonline.ca
http://arpaonline.ca


