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			INTRODUCTION

			In light of the research on nature’s restorative benefits on our physical and emotional health, we can all agree that being in touch with nature is closely connected to our well-being. We’re instinctively drawn toward green spaces, even if we aren’t aware of the reasons why. Yet now more than ever, it’s not enough to be content with knowing that nature is good for us. It’s a notion as obvious as it is too readily underestimated.

			In many countries with advanced economies, over the last century their “arboreal heritage” (not only woodland) has been rising. In the United States, along with certain European countries, reserved forestland has doubled from the nation’s birth to today.

			Given this decidedly positive fact, which goes against the general trend shown in world data, we all need to pay more attention to the importance of green space—and nature in general—to take advantage of all that it has to offer for the betterment of our health and well-being. We must also try to understand that there are places and circumstances in which nature really can do so much for our well-being.

			
			But let’s take a step back. In the United States, over 80 percent of the population lives in urban and suburban areas (those with a population density equal to or above five hundred inhabitants per square mile), and less than 20 percent lives in rural areas. In industrialized European countries, these percentages are similar, and in some cases, the discrepancy is even greater.

			While it’s true that in the last century the size of the forests and wooded areas in the United States has grown to cover over one third of the country’s entire surface, it’s also true that the U.S. population has more than tripled in the same period. In fact, for some countries, population growth has actually corresponded to a major decrease in natural green space.

			We should not, then, be surprised by the emergence of a widespread “need for nature” that has no precedent in history. Numerous scientific and sociological studies explain this well, demonstrating how important it is for contemporary humankind to maintain or resume contact with the natural environment that has been the evolutionary cradle of the species. And yet we adopt behaviors that seem to take us in the opposite direction every day.

			Our coexistence with nature has dwindled with the rise of lifestyles that are filled with pressing commitments and highly dependent on technology, leading to unhealthy levels of stress and the resulting health problems. This is the very reason why we need to be in contact with nature.

			
			Conscious of this shift, architects, designers, and professionals in travel and leisure increasingly offer spaces and experiences that make it possible to live in direct contact with green space.

			However, the recent rediscovery of nature is often superficial. We’ve found a way to commodify nature, consuming it in the limited amount of free time we can find in our workday or on the weekend, or, in the best case, on vacation.

			We know that no matter how brief, these interactions are a step in the right direction. Nevertheless, we need to learn how to make the most of the natural spaces around us. By knowing how to tap into the world around us, we can fix the damage done by our urban lifestyles.

			Within these pages, you’ll discover why nature’s absence from our daily lives is causing serious social damage and how exposure to nature can help us to alleviate recurring pains and anxieties. You’ll also learn how to tap into the great therapeutic potential of green space, potential that has remained largely unexplored and accessible only to a select few, as if for some reason the potential were intentionally kept a secret.

			As it happens, there is no big secret to “reveal,” only an understanding of how we can foster our daily well-being by incorporating nature into our lives—from the forest to the houseplant on your desk.

			This is the most comprehensive look at the noticeable improvements that trees, plants, and greenery in general can enact on our bodies and minds.

			Forest therapy or forest medicine is already an emerging therapeutic approach used by psychologists, biologists, physicians, and health-care workers, who draw on interdisciplinary research and experience to identify the great beneficial power of nature and green space. The most innovative research includes studies of the effects of aromatic substances (monoterpenes) issued by trees on the immune system, and of the presence of negative ions, beneficial to health, in the atmosphere of certain settings. The frontiers of knowledge and experimentation have even opened up to the subtle electromagnetic relationships between the biosphere and living beings, revealing how trees can interact with humans on the bioenergetic level and increase individual well-being.

			
			Using the concepts and methods described in this book, you can turn any act associated with nature into an effective means of therapy, from a simple walk to more targeted practices of psychophysical rehabilitation and care, whether hortitherapy, nature therapy, ecotherapy, or coaching or brainstorming sessions conducted in green space. Doing so will result in lower levels of stress (which can have so many physical repercussions), and even lower risks of heart disease and cancer.

			As experts who have been enthusiastically exploring these areas for years, we want to share our knowledge and offer concrete aid in consciously recognizing and utilizing the support that nature provides for our health.

			“Knowledge” and “consciousness” are, in fact, key words, both for reminding us who we are and where we come from, and for rediscovering the value of the natural environment we live in. The natural world can give us much more than mere entertainment or an escape from chemical, sound, or visual pollutants.

			Going forest bathing, finding trees that interact with us on the energetic level, or even just bringing plants into the home or workplace is in itself an important step toward reconnecting with our roots and a profound act of self-care.

			
			We hope you enjoy the journey.

			Happy reading!
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			1. NATURE’S IMPRINT: IS IT TRULY FOREVER?

			

			It’s not so hard to admit: our contact with nature has become increasingly rare. Not exactly breaking news. Life moves on regardless…maybe not exactly how we would like, but it does.

			Unfortunately, this mind-set minimizes the problem at hand. We like nature, we know it’s important for our well-being, but we don’t give it a central role in our lives. This is a generalization, of course. Even in today’s hypertechnological world, some of us think and act differently. In fact, there are young people who are returning to rural life, an indication of the trend toward ecological and environmental sensitivity. Still, they are the minority.

			In 2009, the world’s population surpassed 6.8 million: that was the year in which, for the first time, city dwellers outnumbered rural residents, an occurrence that the Worldwatch Institute had predicted for 2008. Demographers have shown that this trend will continue to rise. The latest forecasts hypothesize that by the year 2030 approximately 75 percent of the world’s population will live in urban areas.

			
			While Europe and North America have already reached this percentage, the rest of the world is racing to urbanize. There are at least twenty (or twice that, if greater metropolitan areas are considered) world megalopoli, cities with over ten million inhabitants, at least two of which are in Africa.

			It’s time to start examining how our relationship to nature has been affected in light of this societal shift, instead of passively accepting our circumstances. At the root of our substantial indifference to this situation, as we must acknowledge, is a certain desire not to know. It’s similar to the attitude many have toward events of vast social significance: when faced with issues we find too difficult, we prefer to hand the problem to someone else. But leaving the decision up to others could have disastrous consequences.

			Some people, for example, provocatively assert that all this attention on environmental issues and humanity’s relationship to nature is just a fad. Others believe we should establish a new bond with the natural world: something more technical, more geared toward extracting benefits based on cause and effect, where nature becomes a tool (not to say a consumer product) for self-improvement. We respectfully disagree: something inside us, a little voice, tells us that can’t be right. But what is the source of that voice? Perhaps it’s the part of us that conserves the historic (or rather, genetic) memory of who we are and where we come from.

			So that’s where we should start.

			
			For a very long time, natural environments have been our habitat, or, to be more precise, our home. At first, we were humble occupants, then we resolved to become ambitious dominators. Here are some facts to consider—the genus Homo has existed on Earth for 2.3 to 2.4 million years, according to the latest anthropological studies. And the more “human” variant of the genus Homo, the one that most resembles us, has been given an age of approximately 1 million years, more or less coinciding with the time that they learned to use fire.

			The species Homo sapiens formed just under two hundred thousand years ago on the continent of Africa, the same place where their ancestors-predecessors originated. When Homo sapiens appeared, Homo erectus also existed in Asia, and Homo neanderthalensis in Europe. Homo erectus went extinct soon thereafter, while we know that at least forty to fifty thousand years ago Sapiens encountered—and for a short time lived alongside—Neanderthals, before the latter went extinct in turn.

			After their appearance on the planet, Sapiens briefly remained in their place of origin, Africa, but within a hundred thousand years they had colonized the Middle East and from there moved onto other lands: Southeast Asia, Europe, Oceania, and America.

			For a very long time, the first representatives of the Homo genus were gatherers and then hunters, living off what nature was able to offer more or less spontaneously. The shift to agricultural society, which happened gradually, was unique to Homo sapiens. In fact, the first “professional” farmers emerged just eleven thousand years ago. Once human beings began devoting themselves to agriculture, their dwellings shifted from the forests. After all, hunter-gatherer villages contained only a few dozen people, while those of a farming society could easily exceed a hundred. These new communities required more space.

			
			The first true cities, with hundreds of inhabitants, arose just over eight thousand years ago. (It is estimated that the world’s population at the time was no more than seven to eight million—a very modest number compared with, for example, the buffalo population then living on the North American plains.) Over the course of the next eight thousand years, the rise in urban population essentially never saw a downturn.

			These few figures are enough to establish with some certainty that—as the beginning of the agricultural age ushered in the definitive retreat from the forests and savannas—man as a species has spent 99.5 percent of his evolutionary time in completely natural environments. Even today, a portion of the world’s population spends their entire existence there. Perhaps a bit loosely, we “civilized” humans tend to define these environments as “green space,” sometimes imprecisely alongside the expression “untouched by man.” Let us remember, however, that our species lived in these places—and only in these places—up until, in relation to the entire history of our species, what amounts to a few moments ago.

			It is therefore possible that our own evolutionary history is what drives us to love green spaces, even in the context of contemporary living. There are several fascinating examples that illustrate this theory, on both the emotional and behavioral level.

			
				
				Our Unbreakable Bond with Nature

				The scientific community is still unable to definitively determine how many colors the human eye can perceive. Various biomedical reports show numbers ranging from a minimum of 100,000 to a theoretical maximum of 10 million shades. Yet there is a consensus (and study results) that green is the color for which humans can distinguish the greatest number of shades. The difference is significant: for green it’s about 100 hues, while for other colors, including composite colors, it’s only a few dozen. This phenomenon has evolutionary origins.

				Green is the most common color in nature, as it is the typical pigment color of chlorophyll, which is present in all primitive and evolved plant species that use the process of photosynthesis. The ancestors of Homo sapiens, certainly not one of the strongest mammals on the planet physically, quickly learned to discern the various shades of green in vegetation, deciphering the elements of the surrounding environment in order to increase their chances of survival. This behavioral adaptation translated into a morphological and physiological adaptation of our “warning system”: an imprint of nature that has remained with us up to the present.

				Even more surprising are the differences between reaction times at the sudden appearance of an animal or a moving object, such as a car. Recent studies conducted at the University of California, Santa Barbara, have shown that those who live in urban environments, no doubt more used to navigating the dangers of traffic and moving vehicles, demonstrate much shorter reaction times at the sight of an animal than an automobile suddenly appearing in their field of vision.

				
				Equally noted are the several experiments conducted on small children who had never been exposed to potentially dangerous animals such as spiders or snakes. Even if the children couldn’t understand the threat from a cognitive perspective, they showed a physiological response to the stress of merely viewing images of such animals.

				Analogous experiments have been conducted using sophisticated camouflage techniques to show adults images of potentially dangerous animals (like spiders) in rapid succession interspersed with neutral objects, such as flowers and mushrooms, so that the subject did not consciously perceive the stimuli. Electroencephalograms regularly registered stress responses at the sight of the threatening stimuli, a sign that “ancient fears” are well rooted in the subconscious and show greater resistance to repression than other modern threats, like guns or knives.

				Similar studies focusing on our sense of hearing confirm that human beings register and decipher nature sounds differently than those connected with modern life. For example, one might assume that an alarm created by a rapid series of high-pitched sounds (typical for danger signals) would trigger an alert response very quickly. However, a study published in 2011 in the Journal of the Acoustical Society of America demonstrated that people react fastest to the sounds of animal predators, like the lion, tiger, or jaguar, rather than to common artificial alarms. Of course, that doesn’t mean that using a lion roar for a home security alarm would be more effective in deterring unwanted visitors, though it would be an interesting experiment.

				
				On the other hand, natural noises such as water flowing down a stream or birds chirping can mask our auditory perception of street traffic and other noises typical of urban environments. Indeed, the introduction of nature sounds seems to diminish the disturbance of artificial noises, especially in indoor work environments.

				Humans, evidently, always prefer to hear sounds that come from nature.

			

			
				Biophilia

				Human beings’ innate tendency to prefer natural places and sounds, and to be curious about, attracted to, or at least attentive to other living creatures can be explained with the concept of biophilia.

				Coined at the beginning of the twentieth century with a meaning slightly different from current usage, the term “biophilia” was revived in the mid-1980s by Harvard University biologist/entomologist Edward O. Wilson (the father of sociobiology) to describe our “innate tendency to focus on life and life-like processes.” “Biophilia” is defined as “the innately emotional affiliation of human beings to other living organisms.”

				The concept of biophilia represents the idea that human beings, having evolved in places on the planet rich in plant and animal species, possess a deep biological attraction to what we identify today with the generic term “nature.” This affinity with nature and everything that comprises it is therefore a product of natural selection. After Wilson, many other scholars have hypothesized (and later demonstrated) that the human predisposition to appreciate nature is genetic in origin. When we speak of nature’s “imprint” on certain human behaviors and instinctive reactions, we’re referring precisely to the genetic matrix of these influences. An obvious example of this genetic influence is the fact that individuals coming from different cultures and countries far removed from each other geographically show a preference for similar types of living space. These are real “environmental archetypes” humans have carried inside them for a very long time.

				
				To get an idea of what these model habitats might be, we need to start once again with Edward Wilson, in his book The Future of Life: “Studies conducted in…environmental psychology during the past thirty years point consistently to the following conclusion: people prefer to be in natural environments, and especially in savanna or parklike habitats. They like a long depth of view across a relatively smooth, grassy ground surface dotted with trees and copses. They want to be near a body of water, whether ocean, lake, river, or stream. They try to place their habitations on a prominence, from which they can safely scan the savanna and watery environment. With nearly absolute consistency these landscapes are preferred over urban settings that are either bare or clothed in scant vegetation.”

				The author specifies that not all natural environments hold the same appeal: “To a relative degree people dislike woodland views that possess restricted depth of vision, a disordered complexity of vegetation, and rough ground structures—in short, forests with small, closely spaced trees and dense undergrowth. They want a topography and openings that improve their line of sight.” From there it’s easy to conclude that similar preferences would have been shown by the progenitors of Homo sapiens.

				
				Various studies arrive at these same observations; there are two worth mentioning in particular. In a work published in 1993, Professor Roger Ulrich of Texas A&M University reports that among the various models of natural landscapes that his research subjects were shown, those categorized as savanna were more strongly associated with a calm and peaceful state of mind. Another American study, by John D. Balling and John H. Falk, found that this preference is even more marked in small children, who are less conditioned by familiarity with certain models.

				This research aimed to examine the preferences of different age groups for five different types of environmental models (savanna, deciduous forest, temperate coniferous forest, equatorial rainforest, and desert). The results show a significant preference for the savanna environment by children from eight to eleven; older children, on the other hand, chose equally the savanna and the deciduous forest (a habitat with which they’d had more direct experience). These two environments turned out to be far preferred to the other three: it seems the evolutionary imprint is strongest in childhood, while as we get older cultural factors intervene and direct our choice toward more familiar environments.

			

			
				A Relationship Adrift?

				Given humanity’s innate preference for natural environments, the phenomenon of urbanization is having increasingly noticeable results, certainly not limited to issues of mental and physical well-being.

				
				We now know that from a biological perspective, we are not so different from our ancestors, and nature’s imprint on our most instinctual behaviors is still very strong. It is a “genetic heritage” developed over hundreds of thousands of years, and appears even in contemporary lifestyles that no longer have anything in common with a life spent in the forest or savanna. But no one is certain whether in the future this imprint will be replaced by another or will disappear, in whole or in part.

				Certain signs, however, should give us pause. One is our tendency toward environmental neglect. Living in places with minimal (or even nonexistent) greenery prevents us from coming into contact with more natural ways of living, to the point where we consider them impossible to pursue or perceive them distortedly.

				When environmental neglect is the most common sight around us, it’s easy to get used to the mind-set that there is no viable alternative, and thus the only solution is to adapt. But reducing our sensitivity to a situation that implicitly creates chronic stress is not the solution. We’ll return to this subject further on. What we want to point out here is that we pay a price for these mechanisms of adaptation—for example, the loss of empathy for natural environments and the resulting emergence of a number of unhealthy behaviors that in turn become unhealthy habits.

				Another disturbing sign is the “city kid’s” aversion to natural settings. It might be amusing to see a kid frightened at the sight of a farm animal like a chicken or duck that has turned out to be a little too “lively.” But if we really think about it, it’s not a laughing matter: it is, sadly, a specific symptom of our
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