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This essay is to discuss how Outdoor Adventure Education might be used to promote positive attitudes towards sustainability.

Ewart and Sibthop (2014, P.3) explained that Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE) generally happens in small groups of people who interact with the outdoors and natural settings with a purposeful goal, that they may be uncertain of an outcome. Still in the end, there is a sense of achievement.  These words have similarities to the descriptions of Outdoor Adventure Education taken from Collins English Dictionary which describes them as taking place or existing in the open air, it may be a risky undertaking, an uncertain ending, exciting or unexpected end, it could help acquire knowledge and understanding or have a process of training.  

OAE takes many forms such as hiking, mountain biking, canoeing and more and includes children in schools who are being taken outside.  These all have an impact on the ground or surrounding area visited.  Users will create damage which is generally unintentional to the land and the level of damage may depend on the number of persons and the amount of use it is subjected to on one or more occasions.

Visitors to Pen y Fan in the Bannau Brycheiniog (Brecon Beacons) National Park reach over 500,000 people this number has more than doubled in the last 5 years. (National Trust, 2023) The reasons for an increase in area use may have been led by COVID19 where Public Health Wales (National Health Service, 2023) advice was for people to get outside for exercise during the pandemic when allowed and this has now continued beyond as people have found a new hobby or are enjoying being in nature.  It derived from staying local near home and after relaxation of rules, they were able to travel further and therefore more people are visiting national parks to enjoy the countryside.  

To have a positive attitude to the sustainability, this cannot be solely sold on a leaflet, a sign or via an advert.  People need to understand how being positive in the outdoors will benefit the land and make it more sustainable for future.  This can be achieved by someone giving and demonstrating good practice in the outdoors such as a parent or friend, a group leader or teacher. The level of good practice demonstrated will depend on the knowledge of the person and the level that the information is absorbed will depend on how the party view the leader.  This can be especially hard in a school setting where the teacher is seen each day in an academic setting.  The leader becomes a mentor to other users so that knowledge and understanding of the impact of our use is seen and explained and how they can help with the reduction required for sustaining the land for the future.  

Outdoor Education Advisors Panel guide titled High Quality Outdoor Learning for Wales (2018) looked at several points, one of these being an outcome of environmental awareness where they linked indicators of young people being in the outdoors with understanding the impact of human activities on the environment, demonstrated care for the environment through their own activities, keen to take part in conservation activities. This led to an interest in the wider concept of sustainable development. It also explained that by having a knowledge and thoughtful process about the natural environment, outdoor learning can promote positive sustainable behaviours and attitudes. Young people could have guided time which will enhance their positive behaviour and foster a relationship with the environment to promote sustainable behaviour.

Sustaining the land for future use is a complicated balance between the landowners, the manager and the user.  Government legislation (The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000) gave definitive instructions as to what and where users of the land could go and what they could do.  This opened the possibility that people could go anywhere within the land and was clearly marked on Ordnance Survey maps allowing users to go ‘off path’.

Long (2014, P.150) gives examples of where we can reduce the impact on the ground when walking by not going on the edges of the paths thereby preventing it from widening. Reduce the effect of making gullying and shortcuts between paths by cutting corners thereby damaging grass and soils. However, new hobbies such as letterboxing and geocaching have allowed new paths to be made off tracks to locate such items and these are often through fragile ground.

A popular starting place for an ascent of Pen y Fan is from Pont ar Daf car park on the A470 and summit using the ‘tourist path’. This path had been subject to years of erosion from footfall due to its gained popularity, the reduction in its soils content from that use and compounded by rain erosion.  If the footpath was to continue to be used in this way, it would degrade to such an extent that it may become unusable. A muddy track getting wider and impacting on the natural flora and fauna that sit at the sides that will increase the cost of any remedial work.   Reparation work was done to prevent the erosion from extending further.  Since then, there are information signs advising users to keep to the path to ensure that the path is sustainable for future use, to help with longevity it has been constructed using Old Roman techniques of stone pitching.  The path has been completed over several years and has a solid structure for people to walk on, this means that it will not degrade sufficiently to the extent that it was before.  For this to happen, the funds had to be raised so that materials can be brought in, local sandstone was used from upland quarries which had to be sorted and blends in well with the surrounding area.  It cost approximately £120 per square metre for repairs, this includes the stone product, helicopter movement and volunteer time. Repair of footpaths is a long process and requires a commitment by a group of volunteers, The National Trust (2023) spend approximately £100,000 per year on footpath maintenance.

Sustaining the area can be reduced by the effects of graffiti or etchings on rocks, this is usually coupled with the leaving of litter in these areas where visitors have decided to attend for their pleasure but do not think about the effects of their presence for others. Prevention of access may reduce this, but the negative side is that areas should be open for users however the reduction in litter may be improved with educational awareness signage and the presence of bins for collection. These last options would require an amount of money to be spent to educate users and collect and dispose of rubbish.

Other options to reduce use can be to restrict parking near tourist hot spots such as what happened at Pen y Pass in Snowdonia, this makes people think about their journey and the carbon footprint, but in turn needs a good public transport network such as the park and ride (Sherpa’r Wyddfa, 2023) in the Snowdon area but this may not be feasible in all other areas of the UK. It may be that vehicle access to an area is restricted thereby meaning longer walk-ins which may reduce the total number of visitors to a sensitive area and protect its landscapes.

Cooper (1998, P.98) explains in Scandinavia ‘Frilufsliv’ meaning Outdoor Natural life, this has developed in promoting a traditional and informed type of outdoor life which is in tune with nature.  He refers to developing the person physically, emotionally and intellectually leading to a rediscovery of nature, being sensitive and bringing about changes in attitude to oneself and all aspects of life and can lead to sustainable development. 

Sustainability can be improved by the joining of organisations such as the National Trust so that membership fees can be used to manage and repair areas of land where Outdoor Education is taking place.  Another way to actively partake in future sustainable efforts is to join a volunteer working party to carry out work that is required such as Mend our Mountains  or litter collection such as Hills to Ocean both from The British Mountaineering Council.

For OAE to be positive and sustainable in our environment for the future, it is incumbent on educators whoever they may be to emphasise the need to users of the land how damage is done.  How they can assist in maintaining the fragile earth where they travel across it and how they can look after it.  Whether this be carrying out physical repair work or whether they join an organisation that can provide funding which can be spent maintaining or repairing damage to the area.
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