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Urban Nature

Erik Backman, Barbara Humberstone and Chris Loynes

Urban nature – an introduction

«What is urban nature?», Gandy (2010, p. 178) asks in an effort to shed light of the complexity of our understanding of nature and the boundaries between cities and rural areas. Nature, he suggests, refers not only to a space, but also to the intrinsic qualities and characteristics of a person or a thing. Similar to these thoughts, Sandell &Öhman (2010) argues that nature should be regarded as situated, dynamic and not «as something separated from the human world, but as an aspect of most of our everyday life experiences» (p. 127). The ambiguity to a clearly defined concept of nature is also shared by Pikner (2014) who describes, roughly, three ways in which nature can be regarded: as the metabolic functioning of the human body; as the characteristics of space; and as engineered synthesis of nature. These perspectives involve a view of nature as always present in human beings. We can always experience the nature, not only around us but also within us and, it is difficult to separate nature from ‹none›-nature. At the same time, Gandy (2010) suggest that «widening income disparities and environmental degradation in rural areas have given further impetus to migration toward cities, so that urban life has now become the dominant human experience» (p. 180). Although not disregarding the existence of tribes still living their lives in the ‹wild› nature1, Gandy’s observations that most people today live a, more or less, urban life makes it even more important to reflect over our conceptions of nature. An increased globalization and growth of cities also highlights the boundaries between nature and civilization from educational and experiential perspectives, especially with regards to issues of democracy and inclusion. From this perspective much of modern outdoor education can be understood as ‹urban› wherever the people come from or wherever the activity takes place. This book, building upon papers presented on the EOE Seminar – «Urban nature: inclusive learning through youth work and school work» and held in June 2013 in Stockholm, takes its departure within how our notions of nature are related to the urbanization of people.

There is often a stereotyped dichotomy between the urban and the rural which also holds the ideology of urban environments as a ‹bad› and ‹grey› when compared to the ‹good›, ‹green› nature (Goody 1974). According to Brown (2006), pre-assumptions of positive causal effects are often also associated with adventure education. Our approach to these notions is that they are historically, culturally and socially constructed. Nature, seen as learning environment, is shaped by the values and conceptions that practitioners bring into it. Therefore, in this book, while we acknowledge the work of many outdoor educators who take young people from urban settings into rural and wilderness ones, we are particularly interested in the educational potentials of nature that might lie in what is usually associated with urban areas or ‹cities›2. The highlighting of ideas of urban green areas is not a new phenomenon. Agyeman (1998) suggests that, since the 1970s, there has been an emphasis on urban nature within environmental education. Green areas and parks in greater cities have long gained interest, not only of how they are planned and visited in contemporary society, but also from historical perspectives (Fisher 2011). In this introduction, we will highlight some of the areas that we think urban nature can have implications for. Although not claiming to make a thorough review, we will refer to some of the work within each area. First, we will start by illuminating the implications of physical planning with regards to green areas in urban areas and cities. We will continue by describing participation patterns within areas associated with urban nature. We will also attend to environmental concern and sustainability connected to urban nature. Further, we will continue by saying a few words of how peoples’ health is related to green areas in cities and urban areas. We will also describe what role urban nature and green areas in cities play for schools and youth organisations in their work with outdoor education. We will conclude by explaining the context of the EOE seminar «Urban nature: inclusive learning through youth work and school work», its implementation and its results.

Physical planning

Several stakeholders representing different interests are involved in the discussion of how to best plan for, and make use of, nature and green areas in and around cities. For example, there are tensions between those who want to protect nature in urban areas from too much human exploitation by constructing nature reserves and those who want to integrate new buildings and constructions with green areas in cities. This issue and its implications with regards to environmental concerns have been well illustrated by Sandell &Öhman (2013). The early work of Talbot (1988) and Talbot, Bardwell and Kaplan (1987) illuminated that place and size as well as other physical qualities are of significant importance when designing and arranging urban open areas in cities. Studying the uses and perceptions of easily accessible outdoor areas she found differences between three general types of urban green areas that served different functions. Yards served territorial needs, common areas and public athletic fields afforded recreational opportunities, and a nearby wooded area provided a highly preferred setting for a variety of nature-related pursuits. In more recent work, Borgström (2009) displays different strategies with regards to whether the landscapes that people engage in are planned in urban or rural areas. She argues that the current, dominating strategy of nature conservation within urban landscapes is to formally protect remaining patches of unexploited nature in nature reserves. Through a statistical evaluation of nature conservation in 209 Swedish municipalities with regards to their degree of urbanisation of the nature reserves in these areas, one of her findings was that the urban nature reserves differed more from their surroundings compared to the rural nature reserves. She argues that the future challenge is to integrate the urban nature context including green areas, built-up areas and requirements for the local ecosystem. These ideas are also acknowledged by Karvonen and Yocom (2011). Building on a study of how a pedestrian trail is constructed along an urban creek in Seattle, they highlight the importance connecting the built and the unbuilt, the social and the natural and engaging with civic environmentalism groups when planning urban landscapes. The work reported is only a scratch on the surface but it does illustrate some of the issues considered with regard to physical planning of nature in urban areas.

Participation patterns

Closely connected to issues of physical planning of green areas in cities are also questions of what groups of people engage in urban nature. There is a significant amount of knowledge on how participation in general outdoor activities is socially stratified with regards to physical and cultural capital (Odden, 2008; Statistics Sweden, 2004), ethnicity (Lundvall, 2005; Pedersen &Pettersson, 2006) and gender (Humberstone, 2000; Humberstone &Pedersen, 2001; Pedersen Gurholt, 2008). In our search for studies of how participation patterns appear specifically in urban nature we have found that urban parks play a significant role in the recreation choices and well-being of urban residents living in lower income inner city neighbourhoods (Baur &Tynon, 2010). In an Australian study, Lin et al. (2014) conducted a survey of 1479 people in order to understand the profile of urban-dwellers who use parks. Similar to the social profile of general outdoor participators they found that the park users had completed more educational qualifications compared to the non-park users. They suggest that «it is an individual’s orientation and preferences, rather than the opportunity that may determine the motivation to spend time in urban green space» (p. 2). With regards to gender, Wesely and Gaarder (2004) found that women spending time in an urban outdoor recreation area in Arizona US experienced empowerment but also used various strategies to cope with their fears for violence and assault. Compared to more remote wilderness outdoor environments, these fears for violence might be specific for the urban nature context. These few examples indicate that the participation patterns in urban outdoor areas are, to some extent, similar to that of general outdoor recreation and to some extent specific. With the potential of inclusion that lies within easily accessible urban outdoor areas it appears that future research needs to address how nature relatedness is developed in individuals in order to improve experiences of nature for our urban populations.

Environmental concern and sustainability

What are the possibilities and limitations with teaching in urban nature areas with regards to development of sustainability and environmental concern? Sandell &Öhman (2013) takes a critical stand to the belief in a causal relationship between experiences of nature, environmental-friendly attitudes and behavioural change. They suggest that whether one sees outdoor education as a means for other purposes or as an aim in itself will have implications for how humans view the landscape and adapt to it. In order to explain this, they use an eco-strategic conceptual frame, separating active domination of the landscape from passive and active adaptation to the landscape. Further, they argue that in order to develop environmental concern, an active domination-approach (such as construction of ski-lifts, waterslides, indoor-ski-slopes, etc.) implies that a stronger effort and different approaches would be required when compared to the adaption models.

Does that mean that it is impossible to develop environmental awareness in urban green areas since cities are built up of man-made constructions? Rather, Sandell (2003) suggests that the way in which we live our modern lives in cities points to the necessity to develop our sensitivity for the constant presence of nature. Linked to these ideas, Pincetl (2012) writes about urban sustainability, arguing that we need to understand the expressions of nature in the built environment and the ecology of place in cities driven by forces such as economy, culture, politics and history. Further, Seymour (2012) argues that there are numerous advantages with park projects as environmental education as they can provide a sustainability in which justice and equity are prioritized due to their level of accessibility. Place-based pedagogy can to some extent be linked to urban nature with its focus on locality and in this respect Stewart (2008) suggests that outdoor education can learn a lot from fields such as cultural geography with regards to understanding cultural and environmental history. As we have tried to display, there are several options for environmental and sustainability education in urban nature which in some ways can differ from a more remote nature conception.

Health

Benefits with regards to health are claimed as a reason for engaging in the outdoors in general, and also in urban nature. A longitudinal national survey in the UK with data from over 10 000 participants showed that urban green spaces can deliver significant benefits for health, relief from mental distress and wellbeing. The analysis from this study suggests that people are happier when living in urban areas with greater amounts of green space compared to people living in areas with less amounts of green space (White et al., 2013). The authors stress the importance of considering the protection and promotion of urban green spaces for wellbeing. Further, Sullivan et al. (2004) investigated what makes neighborhood outdoor space vital with regards to social health. Through observations of 758 individuals in 59 outdoor common spaces of different character they found that the social contact among neighbours was related to the presence of trees and grass in the outdoor spaces. The aspect of social interaction through urban natural parks has also been addressed by Baur and Tynon (2010). They suggest that community parks have the capacity to contribute to the social capital leading to a broader and overall community well-being. Reporting from a mail-survey (Baur et al., 2013), they also found that that city nature parks in Portland US, within walking and driving distance of the sample’s homes were positively associated with perceptions of neighborhood social health. As we can see from these few examples, benefits in terms of health from engaging in urban nature are not only measured in terms of physical fitness but there are also several studies reporting on the value of social and mental wellbeing related to urban nature.

School work and youth work

Today there is a significant amount of work on outdoor education and environmental education in school work and youth work. Brown’s (2006) substantial review provides insight of the position of adventure and outdoor education in school subject Physical Education. Outdoor and adventure education in school work and youth work has also been discussed within the EOE network (Becker &Shirp, 2008). A few of the issues and perspectives considered with regards to outdoor education are: discourses and power perspectives (Barnfield &Humberstone, 2008; Loynes, 2002; Zink &Burrows, 2006), curriculum studies (Backman, 2011a; Boyes, 2012; Brooks, 2002), organisational and institutional frames for teaching (Backman, 2011b; Beedie 1999, 2000), environmental education (Kronlid &Öhman, 2013; Nicol &Higgins, 2008; Stewart, 2008), health (Humberstone &Stan, 2012) and spaces and places for teaching (Wattchow &Brown, 2011). For educationalists and teachers in the outdoors, the places and spaces where outdoor educational activities in schools, youth work and higher education take place, are of great interest and often discussed. Scholars in the field, particularly from North America, Australia and New Zealand, have acknowledged place-responsive pedagogy, the potential inherent in landscapes and the stories they tell. The place-responsive pedagogy holds a critique against the cult of Romanticism and the notion of wilderness and risks that persist in certain outdoor education discourses (Wattchow &Brown, 2011). A place-responsive pedagogy can also include connection to indigenous culture and associated heritage lands. When this connection is made, a place-responsive pedagogy can also recognise the link between power, place and education (Greenwood, 2013). Brown (2006) also argues that the environmental setting associated with adventure education can involve educational implications from a perspective of equity.

…whilst it might be argued that adventure education can only be conducted in ‹natural› or ‹wilderness settings›, (…) this restricts adventure education to too narrow a group of programs and too small a potential participant base (Ibid, p. 685).

Harrison (2010) suggests that action-research is an appropriate methodology for placed-based education with regards understanding the relationship between learning about places and living in them. Greenwood (2013) asks «what kind of places does the field of outdoor education privilege, and which do they neglect?» (p. 458). We believe that the focus on local places and spaces offered by a place responsive pedagogy goes well with the ideas of engaging in more of urban nature areas. By highlighting some potential areas of implication for our engagement in and with urban nature we have just scratched the surface. We encourage readers to continue exploring the possibilities and limitations that lie within nature in urban areas. Here follows a description of the departure for this book, the EOE seminar in Stockholm, Sweden 2013.

The EOE Seminar in Stockholm

The EOE Seminar 2013 – «Urban nature: inclusive learning through youth work and school work», hosted by The Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences (GIH) in partnership with Friluftsfrämjandet, The European Institute for Outdoor Adventure Education and Experiential Learning (EOE) and the European Union (Youth in Action Programme), took place at GIH in Stockholm over four days from 5th to 9th June 2013. Collaborating partners were also Svenska Turistföreningen (STF) and National Centre for Outdoor Education (NCU). The seminar had a particular focus on outdoor education in urban nature and closely connected issues of democracy and inclusion. The seminar brought together experts and practitioners to share theoretical knowledge and practical experience through oral presentations, workshops and outdoor activities. Altogether, 96 participants from Austria, Australia, Singapore, Germany, Iceland, Finland, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden, Scotland and England participated in the seminar, among them 50 financially supported by European Union and Youth-in-Action-Programme. The seminar programme was informal and experiential, and included theoretical inputs, workshops, practical sessions in the outdoors, and study visits. It provided opportunity for practitioners to come together to develop and share good practice as well as with a view to putting the young people with whom they work in direct contact through future projects. The themes that were discussed included how outdoor learning can address health issues that affect young people and how outdoor learning can help young people to engage with issues such as climate change and environmental sustainability.

After finishing the project, the following results have been identified:


	Through an exchange of knowledge between different countries, the project has strengthened cooperation regarding youth issues, specifically within the field of outdoor education.

	Through an illumination of the potential of outdoor education for issues of social inclusion regarding gender, social class, ethnicity and physical disabilities, the project has contributed to an increase of knowledge in these issues among outdoor leaders in Europe.

	Through an invitation of lecturers with specific competence in the health potential inherent in outdoor education, and through a further discussion of these issues in seminars and workshops, the project has contributed to an increase of knowledge in these issues among outdoor leaders in Europe.

	Through offering a context for exchange among theorists and practitioners within the field of outdoor education in Europe, the project has contributed to development of knowledge within: good practice in outdoor education; promotion of a healthy and sustainable lifestyle through outdoor education and social inclusion through outdoor education.



The evaluation following the seminar showed that knowledge of outdoor education within urban nature is neglected and is requested by participants. Among researchers, practitioners and teachers within the outdoor field there is today a significant base of knowledge of how to spread the interest for the remote nature environment (an interest that is often spread by itself). The result from this project shows that it is urgent to direct more focus to the experiential and educational possibilities that urban nature can offer. This book, which includes papers written by researchers as well as practitioners within the outdoor field, can hopefully contribute to the highlighting of these issues.
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1 For an interesting discussion of how myths surrounding the living of indigenous people are produced and maintained, see Prout (2011).

2 Urban outdoor education taking place in green spaces can be understood as a sub-set of a wider set of urban outdoor practices. Taking groups from urban areas to visit rural and wild areas has been mentioned above. Another sub-set are those activities that have been inspired by the outdoor adventure concept and have developed their own approach utilising the built environment of street furniture, derelict buildings, roofs, canals and tarmacked surfaces.
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