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How many hours did you spend last weekend out in 
nature, trail walking or bird-watching? In fact, how 
many hours did you spend last year? You are likely 

to count the number of hours with ease. 
Why is nature worth maintaining contact with, and 

preserving? The value of the world’s ecosystem services 
and natural capital has been estimated to be US$33 
trillion, nearly double the annual global GDP output. This 
may come as a surprise, because society does not fully 
appreciate the true value of essential life nutrients such as 
clean water and air, food, medicinal plants and cultural 
and health benefits afforded to us by mother nature.

Why is this an issue? Not only does nature represent 
our greatest asset, but we have an innate need to connect 
with nature. Known as biophilia, this need is a primal urge 
that is in us today, as it was for our prehistoric ancestors. 

Continuing to distance our children from nature is a 
future environmental catastrophe in the making – those 
young people who we are depending on to save the 
environment would know even less about it than us. 
How can we expect these people to be passionate about 

preserving something they may never have seen?
This unfortunate outcome is a syndrome known as 

nature deficit disorder. The significant collapse of children’s 
engagement with nature, which is even faster than the 
collapse of the natural world, is recorded in Richard Louv’s 
book Last Child in the Woods, as well as a report published 
recently by the National Trust called Natural Childhood 
(http://goo.gl/B9vAo). The statistics are telling. 

In the UK, the area in which children may roam 
unsupervised has decreased 90% since 1970. The 
proportion of children regularly playing in wild places 
has fallen from more than half to fewer than one in 10. 
Statistics show Britain’s children watch more than 17h/
week of television, up 12% since 2007, and 20h/week 
online. This ammounts to about half their waking lives in 
front of a screen, up 40% in a decade. The National Trust 
report also discusses the multitude of health, community, 
environmental and educational benefits that result from 
children’s contact with nature. The report needs to be 
considered seriously in policy, planning and design of 
future communities.  n
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