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C
lare K

elley is video chat-
ting from

 the fl oor of her apartm
ent in W

ash-
ington D

.C
. Soft fall light fi lls her living room

 
w

ith a w
arm

 glow
 and a large green plant peeks 

into the right of the fram
e. O

n the other side, a 
w

all-m
ounted fern, m

aybe a staghorn, appears 
to balance on her head like a delicate fascina-
tor. T

he plants are only tw
o of alm

ost 80 that 
fi ll her apartm

ent, blurring the line betw
een 

w
here the indoors ends, and the w

orld of the 
outdoors begins.
 K

elley w
as fi rst draw

n tow
ards the urban out-

doors after she suffered an environm
ental ill-

ness caused by m
old. T

he very w
alls that w

ere 
supposed to keep her safe had betrayed her, and 
she w

anted anything but to be inside. T
hrough 

this experience, her relationship w
ith the out-

doors deepened and she began questioning the 
perceived distance betw

een w
hat is ‘outside’ 

and w
hat is ‘nature.’ Society said that outside 

w
as w

hat w
as right beyond her door. It w

as con-
crete sidew

alks and asphalt roadw
ays, street-

lights and traffi c cones. N
ature w

as am
orphous, 

seem
ingly unreachable in such an urban space. 

It w
asn’t accessible; it w

as som
ething one m

ust 
search for. 
  “W

e’ve convinced ourselves that beauty and 
the outdoors is a luxury,” she refl ects today, and 
so ‘the outdoors’ and ‘nature’ w

ere intrinsically 
different from

 ‘urban’ and ‘closeby.’ O
nce she’d 

realized that nature w
as everyw

here, and infi -
nitely accessible, the question becam

e, “how
 

do w
e start to realize that these spaces are avail-

able for everyone?”
 T

he pursuit of an answ
er led K

elley tow
ards 

becom
ing a C

ertifi ed Forest T
herapy G

uide. 
T

he certifi cation process includes an eight-day 
training during w

hich the participants are im
-

m
ersed in nature, and K

elley w
as nervous that 

she’d return hom
e only to discover a new

found 
hatred for the urban D

.C
. life. W

hile she says 
that she “w

as in shock for a bit,” beyond the 
readjustm

ent period w
as a realization that she 

truly does love her city, and a confi rm
ation that 

she w
ants to help others in loving it—

especially 
it’s green spaces. 

As tim
e plugged-in has skyrocketed, tim

e out-
doors has plum

m
eted. Today, w

e spend m
ore 

tim
e fi ddling w

ith or staring at technology than 

w
e do w

ith our feet in the grass, an average of 
m

ore than 10 hours each day according to a 
2016 report by N

ielsen. E
xperiencing nature 

has been replaced w
ith w

atching it play out 
on television program

s w
ith grandiose titles 

like Planet E
arth, Life, and W

ild Africa. W
hile 

such program
s purport to bring the m

agic of 
the m

ystical outdoors into spaces it has been 
exorcised from

, there w
ill alw

ays be som
ething 

sterile about a screen. T
im

e outside and in na-
ture has been found to have positive im

pacts on 
our physical and m

ental health and decreased 
tim

e has been linked to increases in depression 
and anxiety.
 A 1991 study conducted by researchers at Texas 
A&

M
 U

niversity and the U
niversity of D

ela-
w

are, and published in the Journal of E
nviron-

m
ental Psychology, found that exposure to “un-

threatening natural environm
ents” can have a 

“stress reducing or restorative infl uence.” E
xpo-

sure to urban environm
ents, on the other hand, 

“w
ill ham

per recuperation,” follow
ing stressful 

situations (U
lrich et al.). T

he fi ndings are pow
-

erful evidence of the benefi ts w
hich even short 

periods of tim
e in nature can provide. D

espite 
this, the 2017 O

utdoor R
ecreation Participa-

tion R
eport by the O

utdoor Foundation found 
that only 48.8%

 of Am
erican’s participated in 

any outdoor activity in 2016.
 At som

e point in tim
e, and surely long before 

the fi rst iPhone, telephone, or even train, a line 
w

as draw
n betw

een w
hat is ‘nature’ and w

hat 
is not, w

hat is ‘outdoors’ and w
hat is sim

ply 
outside. As cities have grow

n, the tendency to 
encase urbanized environs in a herm

etically 
sealed bubble has em

erged alongside it. W
il-

derness is som
ething separate and far aw

ay, and 
even parks are a com

m
odity.

 T
he ability to access w

hat is classifi ed as  
‘nature’ has becom

e a privilege prim
arily avail-

able to those w
ho can afford country hom

es, 
cars, train tickets, or even to live by a park that 
isn’t coated in asphalt. Author R

ichard Louv 
coined the term

 N
ature-D

efi cit D
isorder in his 

2005 book Last C
hild in the W

oods: Saving 
O

ur C
hildren From

 N
ature-D

efi cit D
isorder. 

W
hile N

ature-D
efi cit D

isorder is not a D
SM

-5 
diagnosable disorder, it has gained traction as 
a catchall term

 for the adverse effects of being 
disconnected from

 green space. M
ore than ten 
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years after the publication of Last C
hild in the W

oods, giving the prob-
lem

 a nam
e hasn’t dim

inished its pervasiveness. If anything, it’s grow
n 

in prevalence.
 T

he urban, and even suburban, hum
an relationship w

ith green space 
has com

e to revolve around fi nding feeding tim
es for nature cravings. 

W
e slip trysts w

ith trees, m
ountains, prairies, and stream

s betw
een N

et-
fl ix m

arathons. In N
ew

 York C
ity, ‘w

alking the dog’ som
etim

es seem
s to 

have becom
e synonym

ous w
ith ‘taking a conference call,’ as bodies w

ith 
headphones in are pulled along by im

patient pups. But is it even a w
alk 

if you can’t hear the snow
 crunch beneath your feet? And is it tim

e un-
plugged if phantom

 vibrations haunt you even w
hen you do leave your 

phone at hom
e?

 H
ow

ever, initiatives around the U
nited States are fi ghting to pop the 

bubble betw
een the urban and the outdoors by w

elcom
ing w

hat w
e love 

about the w
ilds into developed areas. A 2012 resolution from

 the Interna-
tional U

nion for the C
onservation of N

ature (IU
C

N
) W

orld C
onserva-

tion C
ongress affi rm

s that every child has a right to connect w
ith nature. 

R
ecognition that tim

e outdoors is both im
perative for conservation and 

a hum
an right is, Louv says, “progress,” but it can’t just be about getting 

people out into w
hat w

e traditionally conceive of as nature.  It also has 
to be about fi nding w

ays to m
ake nature m

ore accessible by bringing it 
into our cities and our neighborhoods, our schools, offi ces, and hom

es.
T

he w
alks C

lare K
elley offers are designed to be self-m

oderated thera-
peutic outings, an experience know

n in the U
nited States as ‘forest bath-

ing’ that is based on the Japanese practice of Shinrin-yoku, a form
 of 

m
edicinal therapy that w

as developed in the 1980s and has been docu-
m

ented to reduce stress, low
er blood pressure, and im

prove participants 
psychological w

ell being. Located in green spaces that are accessible for 
urban dw

ellers, such as R
ock C

reek Park, K
elley prices the w

alks on a 

sliding scale so that no one is excluded based on their socioeconom
ic 

status. “For m
e,” she says, “it’s just not honorable to m

ake the outdoors 
another place of exclusivity w

hen it’s the m
ost inclusive place there is.”

 O
n the w

alks, K
elley leads participants in w

hat, she identifi es as the m
ost 

im
portant part of the tim

e spent outside: noticing. By creating lim
inal 

space w
here tim

e is slow
er, K

elley invites those on her w
alks to tune 

into the w
orld around them

. Som
etim

es that even m
eans accepting the 

background noise of the city as part of nature.
 R

ather than labeling the sound of a m
an yelling as an intrusion, K

el-
ley w

orks to accept the landscape as it is. T
hat doesn’t m

ean ignoring 
w

hen a cosm
etic disturbance, like a m

an yelling, could becom
e a risk 

factor, like w
hen som

eone approached her in a park w
ith a crow

bar. 
R

ather, “it’s a toggle betw
een accepting people for w

ho they are,” w
hile 

still “creating boundaries around yourself.” T
hat is, she adds, “our w

hole 
relationship w

ith nature. Allow
ing the w

ildness to com
e in, but not total 

entropy.” T
hrough this process of tuning in, noticing, and acceptance, 

“nature connection becom
es culture repair.”

C
ity dw

ellers interested in such experiences can fi nd Forest T
herapy 

G
uides in their area through the Association of N

ature &
 Forest T

herapy 
G

uides &
 Program

s ‘W
orldw

ide Forest T
herapy G

uide Locator M
ap’, 

w
hich provides inform

ation on guides in places including Los Angeles, 
San Francisco, Atlanta, Boston, and even as far afi eld internationally as 
Tasm

ania. M
any city parks also offer self-guided w

alks and tours that can 
be turned into forest bathing experiences through the application of the 
sam

e judgm
ent-free thoughtfulness that K

elley advocates for.   
 O

n M
anhattan’s E

ast R
iver, another type of forest bathing is taking place 

onboard a fl oating food forest called Sw
ale. T

he idea behind Sw
ale, 

w
hich is the brainchild of artist M

ary M
attingly, cam

e in part from
 a gap 

in legislation. W
hile grow

ing food for public consum
ption on public 

lands, like in a park, is illegal in N
ew

 York C
ity, it isn’t illegal on the 

w
aterw

ays that surround M
anhattan. T

his is probably because legislators 
didn’t expect anyone to build an edible garden atop a barge.
 Lonny G

rafm
an, Author of To C

atch the R
ain and Sw

ale’s Sustainability 
Advisor and Project M

anager, is a leading expert in rainw
ater harvesting 

and assists in steering Sw
ale. H

e hopes that it w
ill serve as a blueprint for 

bigger projects to com
e —

 both in acreage and im
pact. O

pen seasonally, 
Sw

ale offers num
erous free opportunities including ‘open hours,’ cook-

ing classes, w
orkshops, and educational program

m
ing. All of the experi-

ences are tactile and focus on nurturing a physical connection betw
een 

visitors and the nearly 100 varieties of plants on board.
 Im

pactful opportunities for reconnecting w
ith nature that are accessi-

ble and affordable for urban-dw
ellers can feel diffi cult to track dow

n. 
N

evertheless, they are increasing in supply. After seeing how
 short-term

 
opportunities can leave kids unable to process their experiences, O

utside 
Perspectives E

xecutive D
irector N

icola W
ood, a Licensed Social W

orker 
and seasoned outdoor program

 leader, com
m

itted herself to w
orking 

w
ith existing youth-focused program

s that can provide support and com
-

m
unity before, during, and after their expeditions. D

enver-based organi-
zation SO

S O
utreach provides thousands of at-risk youth w

ith outdoor 
opportunities year-round that include skiing, rock clim

bing, and hiking.
 And not all experiences need to be structured, or lim

ited to the young. 
If you’re in N

ew
 O

rleans, head to O
chsner Island, a sm

all island in the 
m

iddle of the Audubon Park lagoon, w
here hundreds of birds nest each 

year. Portland Parks &
 R

ecreation in Portland, O
regon offers guided 

w
alks, cam

ps, and classes focused on the diverse ecosystem
s present in 

the city. C
hicago’s N

ature O
asis program

 provides a sim
ilar array of op-

portunities that are searchable through the M
y C

hi Parks app. T
he in-

creased em
phasis cities are putting on providing access to green space 

show
s a shift tow

ards w
hat Louv calls a “nature-rich city,” erasing the line 

betw
een urban and ‘outdoors.’

 E
ven so, a 2017 study in the U

K
 found that the m

ajority of interactions 

urban com
m

unity m
em

bers w
ere having w

ith nature w
ere being experi-

enced by only half of the population —
 so the num

ber of ‘interactions’ 
didn’t line up w

ith the num
ber of people actually taking part. E

ven few
-

er of the people w
ho did report interacting w

ith nature w
ere doing so 

purposefully, w
ith m

any reporting that their ‘interactions’ w
ere inciden-

tal (C
ox et al. 2017). T

here w
as a lot of looking at trees through offi ce 

w
indow

s, but sitting under those trees w
as far less com

m
on.

 W
indow

s aren’t cutting it. “If w
e are going to have m

eaningful experi-
ences w

ith nature,” Louv says, “w
e are going to have to rethink nature 

w
ithin cities,” at a larger scale than is currently happening. For the tim

e 
being, it’s up to the people to take charge. Louv’s new

est book, V
itam

in 
N

, provides parents (or anyone looking to reconnect w
ith nature) w

ith 
500 nature-based activities to try out. E

ven sm
all actions do add up if 

they are thoughtful, purposeful, and repeated. 

O
n chilly days in Brooklyn, N

Y in late 2017, visitors w
alked into a cold 

w
hite room

 at the V
ictori + M

o art gallery, relinquished their phones, 
picked up a fl ashlight, and w

andered into a dark forest. G
uided by the 

narrow
 beam

s of light, they explored the tactile space. (T
he R

ay Lee 
Project Vol. 1) N

D
D

 Im
m

ersion R
oom

, an installation by artist R
achel 

Lee H
ovnanian nam

ed after N
ature-D

efi cit D
isorder, w

as designed both 
to transport and to challenge. It succeeded at both. W

hile som
e visitors 

settled dow
n beside the crackling (sim

ulated) cam
pfi re, others itched for 

their phones.
 “T

here is a constant pow
er relationship betw

een the visitors, and the 
surrender of technology,” H

ovnanian says, “In silence, the seated view
er 

becom
es part of the sem

i-artifi cial w
ild surrounding the cam

pfi re. Som
e 

visitors feel helpless w
ithout technology, som

e are excited by it, and 
som

e fi nd it m
editative.” T

hrough this, the visitor becom
es as m

uch of 
a piece of the w

ork as the cam
pfi re —

 “W
ithout their response to it,” 

H
ovnanian says, “there is no refl ection.”

 And the purpose of the piece is refl ection. R
efl ection on self, refl ection 

on nature, refl ection on technology, and refl ection on the relationship 
betw

een the three. It is a project in disconnect and reconnection. You 
are not in nature, but it feels as if one m

ay be. You are stripped of your 
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sliding scale so that no one is excluded based on their socioeconom
ic 

status. “For m
e,” she says, “it’s just not honorable to m

ake the outdoors 
another place of exclusivity w

hen it’s the m
ost inclusive place there is.”

O
n the w

alks, K
elley leads participants in w

hat, she identifi es as the m
ost 

im
portant part of the tim

e spent outside: noticing. By creating lim
inal 

space w
here tim

e is slow
er, K

elley invites those on her w
alks to tune 

into the w
orld around them

. Som
etim

es that even m
eans accepting the 

R
ather than labeling the sound of a m

an yelling as an intrusion, K
el-

ley w
orks to accept the landscape as it is. T

hat doesn’t m
ean ignoring 

w
hen a cosm

etic disturbance, like a m
an yelling, could becom

e a risk 
factor, like w

hen som
eone approached her in a park w

ith a crow
bar. 

R
ather, “it’s a toggle betw

een accepting people for w
ho they are,” w

hile 
still “creating boundaries around yourself.” T

hat is, she adds, “our w
hole 

relationship w
ith nature. Allow

ing the w
ildness to com

e in, but not total 
entropy.” T

hrough this process of tuning in, noticing, and acceptance, 

betw
een urban and ‘outdoors.’

E
ven so, a 2017 study in the U

K
 found that the m

ajority of interactions 
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technology, but you’re surrounded by it. You’re 
im

m
ersed in an experience, but the w

orld, like 
your phone, w

aits just outside.
 H

ovnanian’s piece plays into the three senses 
that K

elley says can be developed through a 
stronger connection w

ith nature. Propriocep-
tion, our sense of our physical place in the 
w

orld, interoception, our sense of our internal 
operations, and intuition, the invisible guide 
our connection to technology and disconnect 
from

 nature seem
 to have m

uffl ed. R
ediscover-

ing these w
ays of know

ing and listening to our-
selves is a direct benefi t of being outdoors.
 “W

e need to im
agine a future,” Louv says, “in 

w
hich our lives are as im

m
ersed in nature every 

day as m
uch as they are in technology, and this 
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includes a new
 kind of city that incorporates 

nature into every building and on every block 
– w

hich serves to restore residents psychologi-
cally, physically, even spiritually.” W

e need 
m

ore green indoors, like C
lare K

elley’s plant-
fi lled apartm

ent. W
e need m

ore tim
e outside. 

W
e need to trade plastic for trees, cabs for bikes 

and need to do a better job at m
aking nature 

accessible for all because it is everyw
here.

It’s a futuristic vision for sure, but it’s also one 
that is im

m
ensely sim

ple. It’s only logical that 
if a tree can grow

 in Brooklyn, a heron can 
nest in the m

iddle of N
ew

 O
rleans, an edible 

garden can fl oat on M
anhattan’s E

ast R
iver, 

and an artist can transform
 a w

hite-w
alled gal-

lery into a nearly outdoor experience, then 
nature-enriched lives can be nurtured right 
alongside them

.

THE DISPATCH BY FOLK REBELLION


