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It started with a song thrush and a patch of celandines. Melody incarnate and sparkling stars of gold. The rich dripping of a cascade of notes raw from nature and the bright brilliance of petals shouting ‘spring!’ That thrush started before dawn in February and was still drenching us in ecstasy in the violet shade of July’s evenings; those flowers splashed resolute cheer for just a few weeks but lit a fuse that fuelled a cascade of simple beauty from everyday things that carried us through lockdown and beyond. Our spring of surprises germinated into a summer of love for nature. For some of us, it was with a richness we’d never dared dream would come again, for others, it exploded like a firework as they listened to and knelt down to say hello to a world they had walked past or trodden over for years. For us the joy was in meeting old friends with familiar faces, but in truth this was utterly usurped as we witnessed the palpable rapture of a world waking up to wildlife. Every day, a surfeit of social media excitement burst from the balconies, gardens, parks and green places where isolating people found they were not in fact isolated at all – they were connected to a world of riches they had never before imagined.


That morning fidgeting poodles had me up and out early and when I got back home I thought, ‘look at those little flowers beneath my horse chestnut tree’ – all clamouring for the attention of the bumblebee queens loping around the garden in a splash of thin sunlight. They struck me as so instantly uplifting that I wanted to share them with people waking up to a new kind of fear, so I sat down with my mobile and beamed them to that little bit of the waking world I could connect with.


One of the viewers was Fabian Harrison. I had met him in the soggy crowd at the Walk for Wildlife in 2018, where he’d come up to me and said – well, to paraphrase it – ‘you are not maximising your social media potential because ...’ and then a whole lot of stuff that I didn’t understand. He looked about fifteen – he was actually nineteen. I like working with young people; they have fewer boundaries, they are less scared of risk, and ultimately Fabian had probably already forgotten more than I would ever know about managing the technical side of social media. There was a simple caveat for his help: my passwords. Umm, given the grief that I get from certain antagonistic fraternities that might have been an unsurmountable obstacle, but not for me. I might be nearly sixty, but I still take risks too. And that one has paid off for us all. The bloke is a unique wizard. He’s a birder, a naturalist, an informed and opinionated conservationist, he likes a bit more sleep than me, but is a pedantic perfectionist after my own psyche and he hates the thought of not maximising anything and will not entertain notions of failure. He works bloody hard too, so at this point in time I claim the crown of being his biggest fan. He will soon have many more.


Anyway, the very next morning my two-minute-twenty-second Twitter video was live on that platform as well as Facebook and YouTube. People seemed to like it, so within a week the ‘Self-Isolating Bird Club’ had formed with Fabian Harrison as our budding producer and my marvellous PA Cate Crocker running all the burgeoning behind-the-scenes organisation.


So for a few mornings I raved about a series of wildflowers that were bursting out of my patch on a hand-held mobile phone, saying whatever came out of, or off the top of, my head. Soon, as we retreated into our homes and gardens, if we were lucky enough to have one, more and more people began to tune in at 9 a.m. for the little bit of love I had for these humble little things. But within a week there was a problemette; I had an outstanding and necessary commitment to The One Show and Secret World Wildlife Rescue to make a film about their impending plight under the forthcoming restrictions. I needed a ‘stand-in’ – cue Megan, no stand-in, but a competent replacement. She is my stepdaughter and had come to ‘lock down’ with me at the farmhouse. So she did the broadcast pretty well, and then started getting up to join me to do them all. She was no rookie of course; she’s a zoologist and had been doing a few of her own presenting projects already, and having two of us made everything more of a conversation instead of a didactic Chris show/rant. Her enthusiasm and youth hit a mark, and her keen nose for fresh science even woke me up too!


Our audience grew rapidly – there was joy in that there nature stuff. Within a week Fabian had invented a new way of using our basic technology and our ambitions expanded and we thought ... maybe we could make a sort of ‘programme’? So Cate began managing our contributors and our daily broadcast spread to a busy hour. We reached out to our colleagues – presenters like Michaela Strachan, Iolo Williams and Gillian Burke mucked in along with filmmakers like Luke Massey, Robin Smith and Matt Moran. Some of our very best wildlife photographers contributed too – Andy Rouse, Paul Goldstein and Matt Doogue all gave generously of their time and the inimitable Gary Moore, wildlife sound recordist extraordinaire got up early for us – but also, critically, lots of other exceptional but less well-known talent willingly helped make it work. Most importantly, and true to my mission, plenty of raw, brilliant young filmmakers, presenters, conservationists and campaigners appeared and they have all been especially inspirational. All together we rambled through an hour of science, culture, photography, films and news reports on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. We had quizzes, guests and poodle puppies in slow motion – yes, the antics of my poodles, Sid and Nancy, were as popular as Megan sniffing badger poo or the queen hornet on the end of my finger.


By the time we had to take an enforced break for Springwatch, we had broadcast 34 hours of our low-tech, unscripted and unrehearsed but passion-packed programming to an audience of eight million. We had regular viewers from Australia to Azerbaijan, aged from four to 94: birders, bug nuts, otter fiends ... the entire breadth of biological interests. But best of all we had hundreds of thousands of newbies frenetically posting comments and photos of the myriad plants and animals they were discovering on their doorsteps. Their excitement was palpable, their joy was infectious, and it spread out and around the entire country and all over the world.


One of the principal reactions people were sending us – beyond ‘wow, look at that!’ – was the instantaneous awareness of the mental health benefits of connecting with nature. In a time of unprecedented stress, when many people were thrust into the most difficult periods of their lives, they found that nature was there for them, to reduce anxiety, promote calm and provide comfort. No wonder that when polls were conducted after the ‘lockdown’ only 9 per cent of people wanted to return to ‘normal’, citing their reasons as noticeably cleaner air, more wildlife and a stronger sense of community. They had come to realise that the ‘old normal’ was actually abjectly abnormal, that going back to business as usual would be bad, as it had been ‘bad business’, certainly when it comes to the environment. With the blame for this pandemic focused upon China’s live wild animal markets, with their horrific menagerie of animals smuggled from all over the world, it was plain for all to see that abusing the natural world was exacting a terrible cost to everyone globally. While for the citizens of the UK the Californian and Australian wildfires, the destruction of the rainforest and the melting poles all seemed far away, suddenly a lethal virus, which had possibly jumped from a bat to a pangolin, was potentially in their home ... or in them. This was the unsustainable abuse of our Earth writ large and the full horror of its repercussions still remain unimaginable. Only fools would want to go back to that ... but then fools are who we have in charge.


In June, under the auspices of Wildlife and Countryside Link, the CEOs of the majority of the UK’s conservation and environmental NGOs wrote to the chancellor Rishi Sunak and George Eustice, the Secretary of State for the Environment, with a plan. They placed on their table the offer of a rapid economic recovery from the coronavirus crisis that would provide a more resilient society by restoring natural capital, the natural wealth that underpins our wellbeing and a productive economy. The proposals highlighted the need for investment in our natural environment – if undertaken they would quickly create jobs, save billions of pounds for the NHS, level up health and livelihoods and protect the economy against future natural disasters. Of course this green recovery would need to be supported by a rapid investment in a low-carbon economy to address the declared climate and environment emergency. They included a list of ready-to-go projects that would generate employment immediately, and asked for £315 million – not a lot of money to create 200,000 hectares of priority terrestrial and marine habitat in a new Nature Recovery Network, to reverse declines in biodiversity, to create 10,000 jobs, support rural and urban economies countrywide, lock away millions of tonnes of carbon in pursuit of the UK’s net zero target, and protect people and businesses from future natural disasters. In response, Rishi and George came up with £40 million, just enough to plug the gap due to the pandemic. Our government have subsequently announced a huge investment in road building and fought me through the courts to ensure that the £100 billion HS2 high-speed rail behemoth continues to smash its way through our ancient woodlands. That is not a ‘green new deal’, that’s ‘carrying on as normal’. The old ‘normal’, the ‘normal’ that got us all in this mess.


We have spent our spring and summer finding respite and solace in nature. It has been there for us, now we need to be there for it. The forces that are destroying it haven’t gone away while we have necessarily been preoccupied with looking after ourselves. But now we all know that more than ever, we need to look after nature to look after ourselves.
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In this book Megan is going to excite you with some gems of extraordinary new science – almost unbelievable nuggets that you’ll want to share – we are going to celebrate some of conservation’s successes, and explore the methods we all have to generate more in our own spaces or communities. But it is also my duty to expose some calamities and crimes that are continuing to thwart our urgent endeavours. I’m giving you the facts, but as ever we don’t expect or even want you to agree with all our opinions. What we want you to do is think about them and formulate your own – all we need to make progress is commonality, not complete agreement. We need to change – that most difficult of human challenges – and because some of that change needs to happen very, very quickly, we will meet reluctance and outright resistance. We are not dismayed by this; to us it’s a nuisance, nothing more. We are going to make a last stand for nature because we have no choice. We have to be the voice of the persecuted and oppressed. Our job is to translate the notes of the song thrush and reflect the beauty of those celandines until enough of the world loves life – all life – to cherish and protect it.










Love life – all life
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I remember, with exquisite clarity, climbing onto a low wall by my parents’ gate when I was four and repeatedly reaching into their neighbours’ bush to retrieve a multitude of ladybirds, which, with the benefit of hindsight cruelly and inappropriately, I incarcerated in empty matchboxes. I was fascinated by their variety and entranced by their simple beauty. I admired their symmetry, laughed as their little feet tickled my palms, winced when I licked their yellowy bile that blobbed onto my nails and, best of all, I loved them when they wound their way up my fingers, twirled around, twisted and twitched before peeling back their shiny red wing cases, unfolding their sparkling wings and wafting up into the sky until they vanished.


I loved ladybirds, I was obsessed with ladybirds, I was addicted to ladybirds. Every morning, as soon as I had gobbled up my breakfast, I ran to clamber onto that wall. Next came caterpillars: thin ones, fat ones, spiky ones, hairy ones, all trundling over my hands, curling, uncurling, stopping to wave their beaded heads, pooing little pellets into my palms. Palms that were soon full of tadpoles, cupping minnows and sticklebacks, getting stung by wasps, scratched by beetles and bitten by water boatmen when I squeezed my hands too tight. And as much as I craved the feel of nature, and always wanted to touch it, I also listened to it; the house sparrows chattering on the gutter, the blackbird on the TV aerial, the sounds of those caterpillars munching leaves, the scraping of a violet ground beetle as it spun upside-down on the cement path, the clattering of swifts coming to roost in the loft above my bedroom. I tasted it too, licking the creamy ooze that encircled picked dandelion stalks and the frothy gobs of cuckoo spit that dotted that same ladybird bush, and – infamously – a number of those tadpoles that wriggled in jam jars on my windowsill and then around my tongue. Smells were intoxicating too, some judged bad, others sweet – the bitter twang of a wounded beetle versus the powdery paper scent that I sniffed from beneath the wings of a dead starling I found at the bus stop. I was inextricably drawn to nature; as soon as I could waddle its magnetic attraction pulled me into its myriad beauty, where I spun, entranced and ever hungry for more, more, more. I was born a biophile; the love of life was in my blood or, more accurately, in my genes.


...............................................................................


Delicate and strong 


The vast quantities of pesticides used throughout the UK are of course non-selective, killing any and all insects in the area, even the ones that are natural ‘pest’ controllers themselves. Ladybirds have long been favoured by farmers as they avidly consume aphids and other insects, which damage crops. There are over 40 species of ladybirds that are residents in the UK, though they are in decline mainly due to the presence of the invasive non-native harlequin ladybird, but also from the additional pressures of pesticide use.  


 We have all picked up a ladybird or two in our time. If you have ever watched a ladybird fly, have you noticed how their wings are much longer than their bodies? The red or orange spotted ‘wing cases’ on the outside of their bodies are actually modified forewings called the elytra, and they rely on their elongated hindwings to give them flight. The length of the hindwing in comparison to the body is quite disproportionate and, up until 2017, scientists didn’t know which mechanisms were used to fold the wings neatly under the elytra. This is because the elytra close after flight but before the wings are taken in, making it impossible to see. 


 Determined to find out what was going on, researchers at the University of Tokyo fitted ladybirds with an artificial, transparent elytra and filmed them taking off and landing in slow motion. It turns out that the wing frame does not have a joint, which is unusual for structures that can transform and be folded. Instead, the wings can fold up like origami due to the flexibility and elasticity of the veins around the outside of the wing, which allows creases to form. We could potentially learn a lot from this strategy as these little beetles have got the perfect balance for the strength and stability needed for flying, but also enough flexibility and instability for folding without any rigid joints. Engineering at its finest and most delicate.


...............................................................................


The term ‘biophilia’ was first coined by German-born American psychoanalyst Erich Fromm in 1973 when he described it as ‘the passionate love of life and of all that is alive’. It encompasses an idea that humans harbour an innate tendency to seek connections with nature and other forms of life. The brilliant American biologist EO Wilson expanded the thesis in his 1984 work Biophilia by suggesting that such a tendency to be drawn to nature and to affiliate to it and other forms of life has, in part at least, a genetic basis.


Just as I was sucked into an inexplicable attraction to those simple commonplace organisms that lived around our house and garden, many others manifest a similar appreciation. People love the rich diversity of shapes and colours in life and respond to them creatively. We have also integrated nature into our languages and very notably into our religions; there is a ubiquitous spiritual reverence for animals in cultures all over the world. This spiritual experience and the way nature has been woven into the fabric of our lives arose at a time when we lived in far closer contact with the natural world than we do today. Indeed, there is little doubt that in the West those bonds between us and other life sadly began to unravel in parallel with our technological progress in the industrial and social revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These took us away from nature in a physical sense, as we began to inhabit spaces devoid of as much wildness. Now in the twenty-first century we live in sterile modern homes, where we can’t see, hear, touch or taste it, and we drive through it in our air-conditioned cars, disconnected from it. It’s in these environments that we spend more and more of our time, to the point now where people have switched from biophila to biophobia, that fear of life that fuels our intolerance and ignorance of the natural world. Of course, some ‘nature phobias’ are ancient, originating when we were vulnerable to predators and poisonous things, and such fears were actually part and parcel of that connection to our environment – they kept us alive in it. But the abundance of modern phobias and intolerances are unrelated; they are manifestations of a circle of reinforced and repeated ignorance. As I’ve mused before, why are there so many toxins on supermarket shelves to kill ants? How many people die in ant attacks?


But it’s not just a physical separation that is deconstructing our biophilic urges. Culturally too we are disconnecting. The words and names of natural things are disappearing from our lexicon. In 2007, the Oxford University Press released a new edition of its junior dictionary, aimed at children aged seven and older. Words like ‘moss’, ‘conker’, ‘kingfisher’, ‘newt’, ‘blackberry’ and ‘bluebell’ had gone missing. Even ‘otter’ and ‘magpie’ failed to make the cut and in their place they had added ‘blog’, ‘chatroom’ and ‘database’. The publishers haughtily justified these omissions by proclaiming that it was their duty to present words that were in common parlance and that these words had fallen out of use – a small conker some might say, but an insidious reflection of waning biophila. Thankfully in a measured and beautiful way author and wordsmith Robert Macfarlane and artist Jackie Morris retorted with their gorgeous The Lost Words, a book that celebrates 20 of these excised nouns with acrostic poems, spells to be read aloud to conjure up everything from goldfinch to wren, from adder to weasel. It has become an acclaimed bestseller – so stick that up your dictionary!


...............................................................................


Not your average egg


Inspecting birds’ nests tucked away within the bushes was once a common activity, but today, unless trained and for a scientific purpose, we know we must keep our distance to minimise any disturbance that could cause undue stress to the birds. While we should no longer be peering into their nests, birds often leave behind clues or indications in the form of eggshells. 


Eggs are some of the most delicate and beautiful structures of biological architecture. Birds’ eggs have the most variety of colours, shapes, sizes, brightness and shines, which is something that has captured the attention of some of the best zoological minds over time. But how are they made and what creates such variation? An egg takes approximately 24 hours to form inside the female. The ovum (or egg cell) is released into the oviduct, where it can be fertilised. At this point it is just the beginnings of the yolk, packed full of protein. The albumen comes next, which is the gelatinous egg white that surrounds the yolk, and this mass then expands with the addition of water, and a stretchy soft membrane forms around it. Particles of calcium carbonate that create the shell then come from specialised cells lining in the shell gland, and finally comes pigmentation. The base coat is followed by the species-specific spots or blemishes that are genetically programmed to fire like paint guns onto the shells’ surface. All colouring comes from just two organic compounds: firstly there is protoporphyrin, which produces the red-brown tones, and secondly biliverdin, which is responsible for the production of red and green. The colouration of birds’ eggs only comes in the last couple of hours of egg formation, which makes it really difficult to study exactly how the colours make it on there. 


 However, there are many theories as to why eggs are patterned the way that they are. In some cases, like that of ground-nesting birds such as lapwings, eggs are coloured for camouflage against predation. Others, like the wren, have brightly coloured blue eggs to help the parental birds locate them when nestled in a well-camouflaged nest. Some other ideas are that colouration helps to protect the embryo from harmful UV light or that the different colours may even have varying antimicrobial properties. All these affect pigmentation on a localised level and there’s been one breakthrough that helps fit another piece of the puzzle – scientists investigated the eggs of 634 species across the globe and found that eggs in colder places were generally a dark brown, while there was a lot more variety in the tropic and temperate regions with blue-green, white and brown-red eggs. The darker the eggs, the more heat-absorbance is possible, which is a big advantage in colder regions. Eggs in warmer environments do not need to absorb so much heat and so they would have evolved in parallel with the selection pressures mentioned above, like predation risk or antimicrobial properties, and are more varied in their colouration. How this will evolve – and whether it will evolve in time – with rising temperatures and climate change remains to be seen.


...............................................................................


Are we being pedantic, or does what we now describe as ‘Nature Deficit Disorder’ (NDD) – not actually a medically recognised mental health condition, but an increasingly respected and cited reason for children’s, and adults’, disconnection from nature – really matter? In a nutshell (if they ever get to pick one up, because yes, nutshells themselves are getting rarer, most nuts now being presented to us in plastic packets): yes.


In the case of children NDD develops mostly as a result of parents keeping them indoors, ostensibly to protect them from danger, fearing threats to their safety and the risk of injury. Of course in parallel there has been a decline in the accessibility of natural surroundings in many communities, and even parks and nature reserves often have restricted access and plenty of ‘do not do this, that, and the other’ signs. We conservationists also now seemingly discourage young people from physically connecting with nature with our ‘look but don’t touch’ mantras, presumably manifest because we fear that little fingers may be clumsy and squash the frog, flower or fungi. And even when children are taken by teachers into natural spaces they have to wear high-viz jackets and constantly get doused with hand sanitiser as soon as they touch anything vaguely ‘dirty’; less than subconscious signs that they are entering dangerous and unhygienic environments. One of the worst mornings of my life was spent rushing to an urban wildlife site in London for a photo call with the then environment minister, arriving late (trains), and running up to a pond where dipping was taking place with all the children wearing bright yellow rubber gloves. I refused to be in any photos with a gloved child; the organisers hated me, but the practice was almost immediately rescinded, and the youngsters were able to feel newts again ...


Coupled with the increased fear of ‘stranger danger’, a phenomenon that is constantly and furiously fuelled by the media, this I thought about it a atmosphere is keeping children indoors rather than outdoors exploring. Ironically, they are inevitably spending this time watching TV or they are online, gaming or using social media, all things that may expose them to far more horrors and far more dangers than they would encounter in natural spaces. The average American child now spends 44 hours a week engaged with electronic media and a 2018 poll revealed that in the UK young children spend twice as long looking at screens as they do playing outside. By the time they reach seven children will have been looking at screens for the equivalent of 456 days, an average of four hours a day. In comparison they will have spent just 182 days, or an average of just over an hour and a half a day, playing outdoors. I hate to court controversy again, and I know opportunities are restricted, access to safe outdoor environments can be impossible to find and pressures are tight for many, but perhaps we could make a case for parents, grandparents, guardians and carers, teachers, adults in general, having too much control over what children are doing with their lives. Given a real choice I think a lot more kids would happily be ‘feral’.


Whether it’s medically recognised or not, the repercussions of NDD are now coming home to roost. Without access to any nature, people, young and old, cannot develop or maintain that innate biophilic urge and therefore for them nature loses its meaning. They lose respect for the natural world and display a decreased appreciation for the diversity of life-forms that support their survival. Is it any wonder that they struggle to engage with any resistance to environmental destruction and the escalating rate of species extinction? But there is a flip side to this, in that we humans don’t know what we’ve got till it’s gone, then we always seem to want what we can’t have. When we wake up to the absence of nature, we begin to crave it – in short the grass is always going to be greener if you haven’t got any grass.


I think a key part of our incredible connection or reconnection to nature under lockdown was due to our biophilic urges being unleashed. When we were extracted from our rigid schedules and removed from those principally nature-denuded environments of travel, work or school, we were able to cast aside some of our technologies and coincidentally spend more time outdoors, and those few hours a day lit an ancient innate fuse that woke us up to that long-hidden desire and need to know nature for our own good, for our survival. And once exposed it proved irrepressible and contagious, because by connecting with nature we were actually becoming more human again, more complete and more healthy organisms. No wonder then that we got so excited! And no wonder that so few of us – 9 per cent, remember – wanted to get ‘back to normal’. Under a dark cloud of fear and confusion people all over the world found solace and respite in nature; it improved the quality of their lives and their physical and mental health. And, given the stresses we were all under, it’s not surprising that the latter aspect drew considerable attention.


Regardless of the extent to which people feel or even understand their biophilic potential, research has indicated that spending time in green spaces is beneficial for mental health – even spending just two hours a week interacting with nature generates a greater satisfaction with life than experienced by those who spend less time in natural environments. Many of us had known this or had come to know it long before this research. When I was a child and a troubled teenager and twenty-something, I thought that I was spending most of my time ‘with my head in a bush’, as my mother chose to phrase it, because it was there that I would find those things which fascinated me most. But with the benefit of hindsight I was also there to alleviate my anxieties and to be calm away from the conflicts that cramped my life. I felt better in the quiet, more comfortable alone with no need to compare myself or my behaviour with that of my peers. I liked the sensory experiences, which were so much greater than those ‘indoors’, but most of all I just felt more in-tune with the world, with my own time and space. It’s no exaggeration to say that although I had no understanding of my mental health issues – I was just dogged by them – the treatment my access to nature unwittingly offered saved my life. I spent a lot of time crying in dark woods and rainy fields, but nature and wildlife soaked up those tears and sometimes even put a smile on my face.


I think my handicap in understanding and accepting that I was actually self-medicating was my unremitting refusal to acknowledge anything metaphysical in myself or my world. If it wasn’t tangible, however tiny or remote, if it couldn’t be described and quantified then to me it didn’t exist. Later as an adult (maybe in my forties; it took a long time for me to get there) I could no longer refute the existence of my feelings and how they were positively influenced by just being out in the woods, principally with my dogs, Itchy and Scratchy. This just meant that I had to go looking for those real empirical proofs that the two were connected. That meant science – scientific evidence, peer-reviewed studies – and at that time there wasn’t a lot of it. Things have changed dramatically now.


Let’s go first to the work of Professor Miles Richardson and his ‘Nature Connectedness Research Group’ at the University of Derby. In an overcrowded urban world where mental health disorders affect 30 per cent of the global population, Richardson felt that simple nature-based solutions were often overlooked. His 2019 paper in the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health shows how an increased connection with nature can establish clinically significant improvements in quality of life for people living with a mental health difficulty, and in fact for all adults. All through simply registering the good things in nature in everyday life. He and his fellow researchers found that people who spent less time outdoors in the previous year improved more when they experienced nature connectedness. Further, those who had lower baseline nature-connectedness scores improved even more. As a consequence this suggests that specific targeting of those who spend little time outside with a simple engagement strategy would improve their mental health. As it turns out, the application of this therapy came to many in need in the form of the ‘lockdown’; what seemed initially to be a serious restriction to our lives and freedoms in fact for some became a real opportunity to employ a mental health remedy, provided they had access to natural environments. Also this lockdown re-connection will probably pay more dividends down the line as the study appeared to reveal that those who had spent more time outdoors as a child showed a greater improvement in their nature-connectedness scores. Whether childhood exposure to nature is important for nature connectedness as an adult has not been empirically established, so this could hark back to that proposed genetical link to biophilia in the form of a ‘latent nature connectedness’. Of course we know that any childhood connection all but disappears during adolescence for many young people, but it might be that an early connection with nature can be reignited and that this results in subsequent wellbeing benefits – again something many people seemed to report during the lockdown euphoria.


But how is it actually working? What are the actual mechanisms for mental change? Richardson explains that ‘positive emotions are a reflection of what is known as “hedonic well-being”, which relates to feeling good, the pleasantness of our experiences and the extent to which our desires are fulfilled’.  What is also important for our wellbeing is our ability to function well psychologically. This is referred to as ‘eudaimonic wellbeing’, and includes factors such as autonomy, self-acceptance, having a meaning and purpose in life, and recognising personal growth.


We know that eudaimonic wellbeing is related to, but distinct from, hedonic wellbeing, that each are important and that people with high levels of both types of wellbeing are considered to be flourishing.  Although Richardson’s work continues, one can suppose that a balance of these two emotional states must be stimulated by the experience of nature connectedness, and that this should lead towards changes in the way we prescribe treatments and therapies to address mental health. And of course it’s a win-win, because as we tune our senses, appreciate its beauty, celebrate its meaning and respond emotionally, we are vigorously activating our compassion for nature, and we will be kinder to it.


Before we leave the topic of mental health I’m worried that many of you won’t be readers of the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, so I must draw your attention to my current go-to guide to natural wellbeing, The Wild Remedy by Emma Mitchell, who is also a wonderful contributor to the Self-Isolating Bird Club broadcasts. The book takes the form of a charming hand-illustrated diary with drawings, paintings and photographs, and charts Emma’s highs and deep lows in terms of her own mental health through a year of her rambles as they radiate from her home in Cambridgeshire. Emma has suffered with depression, or the ‘grey slug’ as she names it in parallel to Winston Churchill’s ‘black dog’. Churchill’s psychological spectre snarled at him for most of his life; Emma has been ‘slimed’ by her negative moods for more than twenty years. It’s a candid account, she doesn’t hold back or hide her issues, but like her it’s also a gentle, witty, reasonable and ultimately persuasive chronicle of how our minds and bodies can respond positively when we get out into greener spaces. But I think crucially Emma is also a scientist, and she presents a catalogue of remarkable recently published research that will confirm to any sceptics that engaging with nature offers a very real and measured cure, one that she uses to ‘punch and trample’ her ‘great grey mollusc’. You can follow her progress and admire her stunning arts and crafts on social media where she is ‘Silverpebble’.


...............................................................................


Sweet Dreams 


Practice makes perfect, as they say. This is a phase we hear a lot as we go through life learning new skills, whether that be walking, drawing or playing the flute in preparation for an audition at the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. Our days are packed full of information, some of which is useful and some of which is not, so when our bodies shut down to sleep our brains go into overdrive replaying the day’s events, filtering out which memories and new skills are worth hanging onto. The dreams we have essentially help with memory consolidation, but dreaming isn’t solely limited to humans and evidence of dreams can be observed in many different species, from cats to cuttlefish. Of course, it depends on your definition of dreaming, but scientists are able to measure brain activity in animals as they sleep and find that many species, similarly to us, will have rapid eye movement (REM) cycles. This is the point of sleep where vivid dreams generally occur. 


 For the last 20 years or so, we have known that sleeping birds have neurons firing around their brains in a complex pattern similar to that observed when they are awake and singing. This suggested that birds are able to subconsciously practise and tune their songs while sleeping – a skill that is particularly useful for young birds, who develop their singing abilities by listening to, remembering and mimicking that of a parent or related (conspecific) individual. It’s simply fascinating that they replay these songs in their minds as they dream to improve their skills. But when investigating this further, scientists found that zebra finches also flexed their vocal muscles when asleep as if they were actually singing. The results suggest that birds could be practising variations of their song, which helps to fine-tune their notes to make sure their song is perfectly composed. The vocal muscle activity was so strong that if enough airflow was present, they’d actually be singing as they sleep. What a beautiful thing that is.


...............................................................................


As the lockdown intensified and increasing numbers of people were confined to their homes the Self Isolating Bird Club grew and grew, and so did the BBC’s realisation that 2020’s Springwatch would be both an enormous challenge and a very necessary tonic for the ongoing crisis. Behind the scenes the always hard-working team worked even harder to shape a multitude of methods to make the shows, whichever scenario was playing out in terms of restrictions at the end of May. In the end the presenters stayed home: Megan and me in the New Forest, Iolo in Wales and Gillian in Cornwall, and very sadly Michaela at her home in South Africa, so she couldn’t appear this year. We were joined by two camera operators and two engineers: we all diligently observed the government’s social distancing guidelines and prepared to put the programme on air. The technical challenge was massive. The team, who normally assemble in several large trucks and portacabins, were scattered all over the UK, working from their offices, lounges and bedrooms. Meetings were done by Zoom, we watched the wildlife footage through Dropbox, and we sent a lot of emails and text messages. On Tuesday 26 May someone somewhere pressed a button and somehow our titles ran on televisions across the nation.


It was sunny; spring had been warm and wonderful for wildlife, but terrifying for humans. I knew more than ever that when the theme music stopped and a voice in my ear said ‘cue Chris’ I had to hit not just the mark but the right mood, the mood that would be respectful of a population in the grip of a calamity, but which would also promise them a breather, some natural escapism and a reprieve. I never normally think too much about what I’m going to say words-wise – I’m a horror to rehearse with, I’m a ‘from the hip, in the moment, use the force’ sort of presenter; I like making up stories as I go along, not following a narrative written by committee. But that night at about five to eight I thought about it a bit ...


I’ll jump to the end of the Springwatch 2020 story. We scored a hit; everyone dug deep and delivered, we reported some amazing wildlife, using our mini-cameras we stuck the nation’s noses into the intimate lives of some birds and, given our not insignificant constraints, suffered only one minor fuzzy moment that lasted a few seconds. I can tell you it was ‘seat of the pants’ stuff much of the time for everyone involved, but then our team are the best and, as I often like to tease our viewers, ‘that’s what you pay you licence fee for’: a unique collective of the world’s best technical talent and natural history programming expertise, all for 43 pence a day. Independent and impartial too, and along with the NHS, RSPCA and the Big Issue, one of the best brands left in Britain. At a time when they are frequently falling, we got our highest viewing figures for years and an exceptional audience response – a very clear indication that we love our wildlife and turn to it when we are in trouble. The nation didn’t just tune into Springwatch, it tuned into nature as never before. A nation of shopkeepers became a nation of biophiliacs.


And of course if we love something we will want to cherish and protect it. But sadly for all our efforts it gives me no joy to reinforce the obvious: to date, and overall, conservation has failed to halt the widespread declines in our wildlife and its habitats. My optimism has increased however, given this recent upsurge in nature connectedness, as I’m sure that – aside from the quality of life enhancements and natural therapies – more people will recognise our species’ practical dependence on nature; what I call ‘Ecosystem Services Earth’. This global resources company – owned by none, abused by many – provides us with clean air and water, functional soils in which to grow crops, trees for timber and fuels, productive ocean ecosystems from which we harvest fish, and when we are sensible waves, wind and sunlight to give us power. We have all just been reminded that when nature is healthy our species should be healthy; when it is not, we are not. And, in combination, an awareness of this need to coexist harmoniously – rather than dominate destructively – with our now increased ability to see nature as a source of inspiration and peace, and something we can form meaningful emotional connections with, has to be a turning point. But in order to make it we face a fundamental challenge ... we must change our minds.
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