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This is the second Trends and Emerging Ideas
Report from the Children & Nature Network (C&NN)
Founders’' Council. The report is one of the ways in
which the Founders’ Council helps alert the board and
others to trends and emerging ideas that influence
the children and nature movement.

The trends and emerging ideas we identified

one year ago in our 2023 report remain salient.

No surprise, since a characteristic of a trend is that

it moves and develops with strength over time in a
general direction. For this reason, in the short time
span of one year, there are no significant changes in
the trends we are reporting. However, we have added
information where particularly relevant as further
documentation of the trend. You will see changes
from last year’s report noted in bold italics.

This report is not intended to be comprehensive;
however, the Founders’' Council members believe it
helps to bring attention to issues that are affecting
the ways in which children and youth meaningfully
connect with nature in their everyday lives.

Within this brief report we identify and briefly
describe some of the most compelling and influential
challenges and opportunities. These observations
are grounded in science and research, as well as less
formal ways of knowing, to help inform the ongoing
contributions of the Children & Nature Network.
Among the most important trends, which we cited
one year ago as well: impressive international
growth of the children and nature movement itself.

DEFINITIONS

A Trend is a concept,
phenomenon or idea that
moves and develops with
some strength in a general
direction. It is differentiated
from a fad in which something
emerges as a short-term
phenomenon reflecting
people’s interests, and then
quickly fades away.

An Emerging Idea is

a concept or perception

that appears to be gaining
strength, with the potential to
become a trend, and which
serves as an example of
ways to nourish the growth
of the children and nature
movement because of its
potential for positive change.

The authors gratefully acknowledge contributions from Louise Chawla, David Orr, Stephen Pont, Gail
Christopher, Martha Farrell Erickson, Howard Frumkin, and Keith Wheeler in developing this commentary.



Trends in mental and physical health
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Immediate and delayed
impacts of COVID

Anxiety and depression continue to increase even
among young children. Social skills are in decline as
well, manifesting in many children’s lack of skills in
regulating their emotions. Some of this is directly
tied to lack of experience in interacting with other

young children in their toddler and preschool years.

Leaders in the California WIC (Women, Infants and
Children) program report that challenges continue
when children enter preschool and kindergarten,
manifesting in emotional outbursts, abusive

and bullying behaviors, and lack of physical self-
regulation among a disproportionate number

of children. Recent research has focused on the
impact of the COVID years on teens; WIC reports
little research on the impact on very young
children during vulnerable developmental years.
That research is increasing, however. A July 1,
2024 article in the New York Times titled “The
Youngest Pandemic Children Are Now in School,
and Struggling,” reported on additional evidence
of developmental challenges consistent with those
reported a year ago.

Growth of eco-anxiety and

environmental depression

The American Psychiatric Association defines eco-
anxiety as “a chronic fear of environmental doom.”
The Lancet, Britain's prestigious medical journal,
reports “Symptoms associated with climate anxiety
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include panic attacks, insomnia, and obsessive
thinking... potentially leading to increases in
stress-related problems such as substance
use disorders....” Like COVID, eco-anxiety has
long-term implications. In 2016, a report issued
by the American Psychological Association,
Climate for Health, and ecoAmerica (a former
C&NN partner) projected long-term societal
damage caused by eco-anxiety, including
interpersonal and intergroup aggression,

and loss of social identity and cohesion,
especially for “Indigenous communities,
children and communities dependent on

the natural environment.” Some of the most
recent research suggests that mental health
professionals who treat eco-anxiety are
increasingly seeking personal counseling for it.

There are many factors at play. One important
dimension is to recognize that children can
see and feel the changes going on around
them, including environmentally. Louise
Chawla, professor emerita with the University
of Colorado Boulder and a member of C&NN's
Scientific Advisory Council, cites the importance
of relational values—recognizing not just the
benefits that humans get from nature, but our
interrelatedness. Louise says, “We need to be
in relationship with nature, where it is not just
what benefits do | draw from it but how is the
quality of my relationship to nature beneficial
to both of us—to the natural world and to us
as humans in it.” She cites the need to give
children and youth agency; to give them safe
spaces to talk about their fears; to support
them in their efforts to make a difference and
to encourage them to work with others.

Awareness of the loneliness

epidemic and species loneliness

For years, the medical community has expressed
growing concern about what some call an
epidemic of human loneliness. As contributors

to major illnesses and death, social isolation now
ranks with obesity and smoking. One study found
that the younger the generation, the lonelier
people are — a dramatic reversal from prior
decades. Many factors, from anti-social media to
poor urban design are blamed for this growing
isolation; these cited reasons mirror the causes of
nature-deficit disorder. This aloneness is rooted
in an even deeper isolation: species loneliness.
As a species, we are desperate to feel that we

are not alone in the universe. This yearning has
religious implications, but it also suggests that
the path back to each other leads through woods
and fields, arroyos and riparian areas, backyards
and local parks through the greater community.
As one antidote, we see potential in family nature
clubs, which connect families to nature and

to each other, building both social capital and
natural capital.




Continued growth of research
related to Nature-Deficit Disorder

Nature-Deficit is increasingly linked to multiple
psychological and physical health problems.
Childhood obesity remains too high, having
increased dramatically in recent decades,
even with major efforts to provide education
and support to mitigate the trends. Sedentary
lifestyles among many, isolation, harassment,
bullying and access to drugs all compound
and interact to create a cycle of disease and
depression for too many. There remain too many
latch-key children and teens, left to the electronic
babysitters and isolating by-products of over-

use of technology. Ironically, some of the anxiety
and isolation of children and teens is related to
well-intended but damaging overprotection by
parents. At the same time, scientific research on
the deficit and the benefits of nature experience
continues to grow, from approximately 60 studies
in 2005 to over 1400 now abstracted in C&NN'’s
research library. This research is being put to use.

Nature as prevention and treatment

As counterweight to growing mental health
problems, we see the rapid growth of
ecopsychology and ecotherapy, including
immersive forest therapy. We also see the
mainstreaming of mindfulness, rooted

in Buddhist meditation, but growing as a
secular practice. This development parallels
the increase in research linking health to
time spent in more natural habitats. Also,
pediatricians throughout the United States,
Canada and other countries increasingly
prescribe or recommend nature time as
prevention and therapy. C&NN Founders’
Council member, Dr. Stephen Pont, has been
instrumental in building awareness of the
children, nature, and health connections
within the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP) for years and is seeing both progress
and opportunities emerging. He recently
reported, “Next year at the American
Academy of Pediatrics conference that will
be in Denver in September, our fairly recently
formed AAP special interest group on nature
and child health will be sponsoring some
content. There is also an American Academy
of Pediatrics policy statement on nature that
will hopefully be released in the next 6 to

12 months. This will be another significant
milestone to advance the movement within
the pediatric space.” He also says, “I think that
now more than ever there is an opportunity
to advance work and collaboration with the
health, mental/behavioral health, and general

wellness space. The COVID pandemic greatly
highlighted preexisting disparities, and further
raised awareness for all regarding the need
and importance of spending time outdoors
and in nature. | cannot imagine how the
COVID pandemic was experienced by inner
city lower income families, and particularly in
states that experienced extended periods of
lockdowns, who therefore endured extended
periods of time with little time outdoors

and in nature. The time indoors would be
more likely to be spent in cramped quarters,
compounding communities’ baseline levels

of stress. This lack of outdoor time and all of
the stress of the COVID pandemic only further
exacerbated the mental health crisis that was
quickly rising pre-COVID.” An excellent review
of the literature is available here: Fyfe-Johnson
AL, Hazlehurst MF, Perrins SP, et al. Nature
and Children’s Health: A Systematic Review.
Pediatrics. 2021;148(4):e2020049155. A new
publication co-sponsored by Alana Foundation,
the American Academy of Pediatrics, IUCN'’s
Commission on Education and Communication
and #NatureForAll, was released in October
2024: Guidance on Nature'’s Benefits in the
Development of Children and Adolescents.




Trends in childhood education

Entrenchment and renewal

in response to COVID

Regarding what has been called “learning loss”
through the COVID years, usually attributed

to missed school days, distance learning, and
screen dominance, schools have reemphasized
testing and basic literacy and numeracy skills.
Responses range from cities and states that
have taken over the schools in a lock-step
approach to curriculum where everyone is to
teach the same thing the same way at the same
time, typically indoors, to areas of the country
where project-based, place-based and nature-
based community-oriented teaching and
learning continue to expand and grow.
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Direct experience as an alternative

Countervailing trends to entrenchment within
four walls include emphasis on social-emotional
skills, trauma-informed education, project-
based, hands-on learning, and a continuing
movement to implement nature-based outdoor
learning. Experiential education; greening
school grounds; outdoor classrooms; and
project, place and nature-based learning
continue to gain in strength, where children are
able to apply their learning in context, in hands-
on situations. Around for years, Reggio Emilia is
one approach that continues to gain strength. It
includes integration of culture and nature within
the classrooms and schools with a community
focus. Among the benefits of this alternate
response to pandemic “learning loss” is that it
attends to the educational as well as the health
needs (both physical and emotional) of children.

Greater attention to equity

The Children & Nature Network has
contributed significantly to steady growth

in this area especially for urban and under-
represented communities. Nature-based pre-
schools and kindergartens continue strong
growth; implementation of nature-based
outdoor learning throughout the elementary
school curricula remains less frequent. Farm-
to-school programs are helping in some areas.
Needed: a comprehensive study of the increase
in these trends, including the apparent growth
of outdoor classrooms, as opposed to relying
on media reports. Also: while the connection of
identity, equity and nature is one of the most
important trends in the children and nature
movement, we must also remain concerned
about economic and experiential poverty
among all racial and cultural groups, including
the rural white poor and the cloistered
urbanite. Every child deserves nature.

Broadening the goals of education

Not new, but high schools are again
questioning an over-reliance on college
preparation as the dominant factor in school
curricula. That opens the doors to more

job shadowing, mentoring and internships
within community businesses, particularly

the trades - and potentially nature-related
careers through the broadening definition

of green jobs, beyond energy efficiency to
nature connection. Universal food programs:
Again, not new, but growing with legislative
support at state levels throughout the country.
Regeneration is gaining attention in education,
with potential new roles for the children

and nature movement: for example, helping
children plant trees, native plant species and
local gardens, and helping to create natural
schoolyards - an international effort in which
C&NN is deeply involved.




Trends in technology:

competition with the metaverse

Is virtual reality gaining on us?

Pediatricians report that parents are
handing their children iPads and smart
phones at an earlier and earlier age,
including to infants. There are even
attachments for iPads and other screen
devices on baby strollers, car seats,
trikes, bikes and scooters. Last year, Apple
announced its Vision Pro mixed reality
headset, a device virtually guaranteed to
keep its user couch-bound. A reporter for
CNN Business tried it out and reported
her experience: “In the demo ... a virtual
butterfly landed on my finger; a dinosaur
with detailed scales tried to bite me...
When a small bear cub swam by me on a
quiet lake during another immersive video,
it felt so real that it reminded me of an
experience with a loved one who recently
passed away. | couldn’t wipe the tears
inside my headset.” In the coming age of
Artificial Intelligence, including virtual and
augmented reality experiences, will the
attraction of direct experience in nature
hold its power with children and adults?
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Technological nature can be helpful

To be fair, research has shown that people
experiencing technological nature can receive
some - though a fraction - of stress reduction
and some of the other benefits of nature
experience. A painting by Van Gogh of a starry
night or a photograph of Yosemite by Ansel
Adams can touch our hearts. A smart phone
bird app can attract children to wildlife, and
encourage participation with others in that
attraction (Cornell’'s annual Bird Watch is one
example); but research also shows that bird
apps can disrupt wildlife, too, by reproducing
bird songs. While media have focused

on issues such as human autonomy and
survivability in the A.l. Age, a more immediate
qguestion remains largely ignored: How are A.l.
and virtual reality already changing childhood
and our relationship with the natural world?

New focus on direct nature connection

Even in this age, living in the infinitely
dimensional direct reality of the natural

world is, for most of us, more interesting and
challenging than manufactured existence in
the 3D metaverse’s reductionist space of virtual
life. In his forthcoming new book, Richard Louv
documents this trend, which involves three
relatively new areas of scientific research into
the breadth of human senses, communication
within and among species of animals and
plants, and an expanding definition of
consciousness. Anywhere in the natural world,
whether nearby nature or wilderness, can
serve as a direct portal into a larger world. If we
open our imaginations. If we notice. We also
see emerging nature connection techniques,
applicable to education, daily life, art, and
scientific pursuits, from “slow birding” to “critical
anthropomorphism.” Along with this expansion
comes the timely awareness of the wisdom

and modern usefulness of Indigenous and
traditional ecological knowledge, including the
discovery of new/old ways to combat climate
change and biodiversity collapse.
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Trends internationally
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Recognition of the connections

between biodiversity loss and
climate change

International tribunals are explicitly making the
link between climate change and biodiversity
loss while increasing their emphasis on

the importance of education. In 1992, two
separate conferences of the parties (COP)
were established in support of two different
conventions or treaties: one on climate change,
the other on biodiversity. Specific to climate
change, the parties refer to 197 nations that
agreed to the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change in 1992. In the
same year, the UN Convention on Biodiversity
was established. The Convention was opened
for signature on 5 June 1992 at the United
Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (the Rio “Earth Summit”). While
these two COPs continue to meet separately,
the topics they discuss and prioritize are
increasingly commingled—combining climate
change and biodiversity loss as interrelated
concerns. Climate change directly impacts
biodiversity loss, and biodiversity loss impacts
climate change. This recognition has led to
growing emphasis on what are referred to as
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“nature-based solutions,” initially introduced

by the International Union for Conservation

of Nature (IUCN) in 2013. The most recent UN
Convention on Biodiversity Conference of the
Parties, COP16, was held October 21 through
November 1, 2024, and lasted into the early
hours of November 2. Climate change and
biodiversity were integrated throughout with a
continued focus on nature-based solutions.

Increased emphasis on education

At the recent World Environmental Education
Conference in Abu Dhabi, nature-based
education was a strong emphasis, particularly
featured through presentations and dialogues
facilitated by the IUCN’s Commission on
Education and Communication (CEC). C&NN's
2023 Richard Louv prize recipient and CEC's
Regional Vice Chair for South America, Luis
Camargo of Colombia, eloquently described
the importance of the approach. The 28th COP
on Climate Change convened in Dubai, United
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Arab Emirates (UAE) from November 30 to
December 12, 2023. For the first time in the
history of these conferences of the parties, there
was an area dedicated entirely to education

and its importance. UNESCO sponsored a
Greening Education Pavilion where speakers and
interactive presentations occurred. At the COP15
Convention on Biodiversity in 2022 in Montreal,
where Cheryl Charles, co-author of this report
and co-chair of the C&NN Founders' Council,
participated as part of the IUCN delegation,

the emphasis on education was interwoven
throughout the resulting Global Biodiversity
Framework. An emphasis on communications,
education and awareness is not entirely new

in these international tribunals; however, it is
becoming more and more integral. The most
recent example is COP16 where a full day

on nature-based education was hosted in

the UN Convention on Biological Diversity
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Pavilion and numerous other education-related
sessions were held throughout. Importantly,
the new proposed Vision and Programme for
the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) for 2026-2029 includes nature-
based education as a priority. Especially
significant, on November 2, 2024 before COP16
was suspended to reconvene at a later date,
168 member countries of the UN Convention on
Biodiversity officially agreed to collaborate to
create a Global Plan of Action for Education on
Biodiversity, encompassing formal and informal
education. Large international organizations
like IUCN are integrating nature-based,
transformative education into their four-year
programs of work and their 20 year vision.




Increased voices of Indigenous,
women and youth

Throughout the world, there is greater
recognition of the rights of Indigenous peoples
and the strength of their traditional wisdom

to serve to address contemporary problems
and challenges—in areas as diverse as raising
children to enhancing biodiversity to mitigating
climate change. lllustrative of the trend, Cheryl
participated in the Conference of the Parties
(COP) 14 to the UN Convention on Biological
Diversity in November of 2018 in Sharm
El-Sheikh, Egypt. Those deeply concerned
about biodiversity loss could see and report
the connections with climate change. The
increased commitment to intergenerational
equity, respect for young professionals and
youth, recognition of human rights to a
healthy environment, the role of women and
Indigenous peoples, and the importance of
meaningfully connecting people with nature
through direct experiences and education have
all grown dramatically even in the six years
from 2018 through 2024, building on a trend
that has been growing for decades.
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Growth of the green schools
movement

The Greening School Grounds and Outdoor
Learning project for which C&NN received
seminal funding from the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation in 2021 continues to
grow. This project fits within long-standing
efforts throughout the world to transform
school grounds into biodiverse learning
environments. The timing is right for a variety
of reasons: recognition that greening school
grounds helps to mitigate climate change

and enhance biodiversity; societal changes

in which parents increasingly value schools

as safe and healthy environments; increased
recognition of the social, emotional, academic
and overall health benefits from connecting
children with nature; and evidence-based
recognition that connecting children with
nature contributes to their likelihood to

care for species and ecosystems throughout
their lives. International partners with C&NN
on this project include: IUCN Commission

on Education and Communication, IUCN
#NatureForAll, Salzburg Global Seminar,
International School Grounds Alliance,
Learning Through Landscapes, Learning Planet
Alliance, Alana Foundation and UNESCO.

The movement continues to grow, with
outstanding examples of progress evident in
places as diverse as the city of Paris, France;
the villages of northeast India; municipalities
throughout Brazil; and the state of California.



Other emerging ideas and potential trends
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Collaborative work with

health care providers

According to C&NN Founders' Council

member and pediatrician Dr. Stephen Pont,
there is significant potential to position the
Children & Nature Network as a leader,
collaborator and supportive partner with health
and mental/behavioral health practitioners

as well as professional societies. He says,

“This would both be great for advancing the
benefit of children and families through more
time spent in nature and for C&NN. Most
health-related professional societies and their
members are likely not yet too familiar with
C&NN, so | think that this remains fertile ground
for collaboration, synergy and greater impact.”
While there is momentum and clear potential
through enhancing these collaborations, Dr.
Pont notes, “These types of collaborations

will likely take years to advance unless
fortuitous circumstances and opportunities
arise. However, without doing some of the
foundational work and relationship building,
C&NN will not be able to take advantage of
unexpected time-sensitive opportunities, which
could arise with short notice.”

30 - g \1‘771#3:\
, e

A
g

et

Public agency partnerships
and collaborations

C&NN's work with the National League of Cities
exemplifies the power of partnerships, and
continues to grow, serving as role models and
practical examples for others. Beyond cities,
there are growing partnerships between public
lands and public health agencies. For example,
in Texas there is a partnership between the
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department and the
Texas Department of State Health Services.
According to Dr. Pont, “This partnership
includes addressing health disparities through
a CDC grant that is funding the development
of a greenspace/park access GIS mapping

tool for the state, which is being developed in
collaboration with the Trust for Public Land.
Additionally, the funding funds three health
and nature liaisons for the Texas Children and
Nature Network who are working to increase
the amount of time children and families spend
outside and in nature in the lower Rio Grande
Valley (southern Texas-Mexico border region),
the Gulf Coast (Houston region) and North
Texas (Dallas/Fort Worth region). An additional
extension of funding will continue this funding
through at least May of 2024.” There is also

a growing interest in measuring the impacts
of availability, access and use of parks and
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green spaces. Funders and advocates, including
the Trust for Public Land in the United States,
are supporting efforts to measure outcomes
such as improved human health as well as
environmental benefits.

Are we trapped ina

dystopian trance?

Earth’s environmental crisis is measurable

not only in the growing number of fires,

floods, or the inches of rising seawater, but in
physical and mental trauma — including heat
exhaustion and injuries from floods and other
induced disasters — along with rising rates of
depression and anxiety, what is now called eco-
anxiety. Meet what Richard Louv describes as
the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: climate
disruption, biodiversity collapse, zoonotic
pandemics, and human loneliness — our
disconnection from nature, and from each
other. These four interacting forces represent
a single existential threat, the shadow in the
corner, always there. It infects us with fear, a
sense of helplessness, cynicism, panic. Because
it works on so many levels — psychological,
economic and environmental — this dystopian
trance itself poses a threat. What happens to a
culture when it can no longer conjure images of
a beautiful, nature-rich future?

“Doomers” and the necessity

of imaginative hope

We need a countervailing force, what Richard
Louv has called “imaginative hope” - the
focused ability to create a new image of the
future, necessary if we are to pursue that
future. Recently, young leaders have led the
way toward an alternative view of the future,
neither the dystopian trance nor climate
denial. Critical of what they call the Doomers
(a play on the word boomers), some have
moved toward organized, energetic activism
based on hope. What role might the children
and nature movement play in that emerging
idea and trend? The partnership between the
Children & Nature Network and the National
League of Cities is paving (or greening) the
way toward new images of what the future
could be. One question for the movement,
and C&NN specifically: How can more children,
families and communities incorporate nature
into their lives, and at the same time learn to
protect the nature they enjoy, and create more
of it? Learning from traditional knowledge
and Indigenous wisdom, should we teach or
promote reciprocity?



The generational nature gap

At C&NN's recent international conference,
during a collaboration breakout, a Colorado
Nature Kids program video showed Latino
parents entranced with the program’s
efforts to get kids outside in parks, nature
centers, etc. The parents talked about

how they didn’t have nature when they
were kids and how grateful they are for

the opportunity — not only for their kids
but for themselves, now. This is the third
generation — the third, not the second

— of parents who missed out on nature.
This Generational Nature Gap, sensed but
seldom directly addressed, is especially
evident among parents and young teachers
and other adults. Of future concern: The
first nature-deficient generation is now

or soon will become grandparents. In the
past grandparents were, in a sense, the
keepers of nature experience - because
they grew up with it. What happens when
grandparents no longer grew up immersed
in nature? Does this question suggest that
the children and nature movement should
give increasing attention to developing what
might be called Green Grandparents?

Democracy depends on children
and nature connection

Released from MIT Press: “Democracy in a
Hotter Time: Climate Change and Democratic
Transformation,” with essays by 22 authors,
including Bill McKibben, Kim Stanley Robinson,
Frances Moore Lappé, and Richard Louv was
edited by David Orr, a member of C&NN's
Founders’' Council and Paul Sears Distinguished
Professor of Environmental Studies and
Politics Emeritus at Oberlin College. In the
book, Richard Louv's essay focuses on the
importance of nature experience to democratic
health. To develop a sense of the larger
community, a child or an adult must step
outside, must get to know the neighbors, both
human and other-than-human. What happens
to a democracy when people no longer know
their neighbors - human and more-than
human? As the poet Wendell Berry has said, “If
you don’t know where you are you don't know
who you are.” During the pandemic, people
instinctively rushed to parks and trails for their
health and their sanity. One consequence is
that we are more aware of the inequitable and
socially undemocratic distribution of parks and
other open spaces. And many have recognized,
sometimes for the first time, the value and
solace of the natural world just outside their
window.




Democracy and respect for diversity

A national poll in the United States last year,
the Heart of America Survey, reported that

two in three (67%) of those polled say they

“are hopeful Americans can work through
differences and find lasting common ground in
the future.” The National Collaborative for Health
Equity (NCHE) conducted the poll. According

to NCHE, “All respondents were 18 years old

or older and included oversamples of young
voters and voters of color to ensure adequate
representation within the survey.” Executive
Director and member of C&NN'’s Founders’
Council, Dr. Gail Christopher, said the poll results
demonstrate the “rhetoric frequently presented
by some media, politicians, and public figures
does not accurately represent the feelings of
most Americans.” She further states, “For our
country to heal, we need to elevate the voices
of the many. The voices of people who want
democracy to work and for our nation to heal.”
In commenting on the poll results, Georges

C. Benjamin, MD, American Public Health
Association Executive Director, agreed that “too
much attention is placed on differences among
Americans and not enough on the common
threads that can unite the country.” “While we
focus on differences, this survey reinforces my

belief, and that of most Americans, that we
can and want to work together for racial
healing and equity.” The recent US election
raises questions about the nation’s ongoing
commitments to respect for differences and
healing approaches to facilitating positive
change. It also raises questions about

what are being called media ecosystems.
Media ecosystems are defined as complex
combinations of print, broadcast, digital, and
social media that work together to create

a self-referential information environment.
Who has access to what information, who
chooses which communications channels,
and where are the places in which to find
those “common threads that can unite the
country.”



Uncertain impacts of the 2024 US election

The growing recognition of nature
connection as a human right

P The children and nature movement has
been a doorway issue — that is, people of
different political beliefs could often walk
through the door together with a shared
commitment to protecting children’s
opportunities to connect with their natural
heritage. Given worsening polarization
in the country, that commitment may
be challenged, either by a fracturing of
the constituency for nature connection
and health, or by a potential inability of
organizations, such as C&NN, to reach out to
people on both sides of the political/social
divide. Question: How can our movement
reach out to non-white communities that are
both economically-challenged and nature-
poor, while continuing to increase our
efforts for equity in urban neighborhoods?

» Time will tell whether the current
international efforts to mitigate and reverse
the severity of climate change will result in
positive accomplishments. However, the US
has just elected a President who appears
poised to roll back and gut a variety of
climate protections. In this context, how
or should C&NN recalibrate its approach
to environmental issues? One possibility is
that the rising threat to nature will increase
public awareness of the relationship
between health and nature connection, and
the associated economic costs of ignoring
that connection.
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P Increasingly frequent climate-related
disasters in the form of drought, floods,
and fires, as a few examples, contribute
to conditions that severely limit children’s
access to healthy places in the outdoors
to play, learn and grow. Families are
displaced, schools are closed, and children
are increasingly under what Rich has
called “protective house arrest” — not
only because of old fears, such as stranger
danger — but now from fear of unsafe
environmental conditions.

» An additional threat may be to
education and urban design. Currently
growing educational programs, such as
environmental education, may be politically
and financially threatened, as might efforts
to green school grounds. Cities may find it
more difficult to expand or protect urban
parks and open space, or other efforts to
make cities more nature rich. Question: Will
this require recalibration or intensification
of our approach, or both?

P On a more positive note, as during the
pandemic, the natural environment may
be seen as a place to go for solace and
health, both mental and physical. New York
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof writes,
“There’ll be many, many times in the next
four years when we’ll be irritated, anxious
and alarmed, probably with good reason,
so we need to find a way to relax and
mellow out.” His way is to go backpacking,
and other outdoors activities. Children will
need nature connection for their emotional
health and continued development. So will
adults. Outdoors in nature can be a safe
place, inspiring and calming. It also can be
a place where differences disappear, and
people of different political beliefs can
share common interests. The need for such
places will likely increase, and especially
for people on different sides of a political
divide. In those places and spaces, political
differences can be transcended, community
can be achieved.

For over a decade, some of us have argued
that a positive connection to nature should be
considered a human right, alongside nature’s
right to health -- because a positive connection
to nature is so fundamental to our health,

to our humanity, to democracy, and to the
health of the Earth itself. It is possible, and
perhaps likely, that policy changes that reduce
environmental protections around the world
will make it increasingly difficult for children
to enjoy what the United Nations considers

a child’s right to a healthy environment. As
long as that right is not recognized, the human
connection to nature will be considered a nice-
to-have rather than a necessity. How might the
children and nature movement activate that
recognition in tangible ways? How else can we
inspire and support the movement?
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