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Outdoor activities lose 
allure for today's kids 
Summit studies show how to reconnect children 
with the environment 
By CRAIG MEDRED 

Published: December 10th, 2008 11:51 PM 
Last Modified: December 11th, 2008 12:24 AM 

Several inches of soft, fresh snow blanketed the Hilltop Ski 
Area on Wednesday, and the chairlift ran less than half full 
through the beginning of the after-school hours. 

Meanwhile, at the same time 
downtown, officials from local, state 
and federal organizations and 
agencies gathered at the Get 
Outdoors, Anchorage! summit to 
discuss why it is kids no longer go 
outside to play as they once did. 

There were myriad reasons offered: 
changing American demographics, 
socioeconomic strains, busy parents, 
indifferent parents, schools burdened 
with too many test standards, the 
seductiveness of all of today's 

electronic entertainment. 

"I don't really have time to go outside," said Nara McCray, a 
senior at Dimond High School and one of a pair of teenagers who sat down with the recreation 
bigwigs at the Dena'ina Civic and Convention Center for a panel on "Understanding Nature Deficit 
Disorder.'' 

Nature-deficit disorder has become the catch phrase for the disconnect between today's youth and 
their environment. Author Richard Louv wrote a book about it -- "Last Child in the Woods: Saving 
our Children From Nature-Deficit Disorder'' -- that has helped sparked a national discussion among 
agencies, interest groups and businesses with a stake in outdoor recreation. 

Cheryl Piazza, the outreach coordinator for 
Recreational Equipment Inc., was blunt about her 
firm's interest in this.

"These children are our future," she said. 
"They are our customers 100 years from 
now.'' 

Begun as a Seattle co-op, REI has grown into 
one of the big-box stores of outdoor 
recreation, and managers there have watched 
with alarm as youth involvement in camping, 
skiing, climbing and other outdoor sports has 
crept downward in recent years. But it's not 
just business that is concerned. 

People with connections to nature make up 
the constituency of agencies as diverse as the 

National Park Service and the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, and conservation groups note 

more 
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Kellene Cooper goes for a ski on the trails 
bordering Goose Lake on Wednesday afternoon 
in East Anchorage. "It's nice out here," said the 
East High School student, who also plays hockey 
for her school. 
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that resolution of some of the most important environmental issues of our day hinge on human 
connection to the planet. 

Global warming really doesn't matter much if your whole world is indoors. This only applies more 
to issues like endangered species. 

If you're not interested in plants or animals to begin with, what's to care about if they disappear? 

Unfortunately, no one on the panel had a quick or easy solution for reconnecting kids to nature. A 
lot of buzz words were tossed around. There was talk about the need to partner and organize and 
coordinate. 

And Dr. Pete Mjos of the Anchorage Neighborhood Health Center noted obvious concerns about 
child safety in a wired society where it seems almost any story about a child gone missing can 
sweep the nation as if the child were the one next store. Given this, it is easy for parents to grow a 
little paranoid. 

"If they don't feel safe," Mjos noted, "they won't let them leave the house.''  

But there is more to the shift in American behavior than this. 

Decades ago, noted landscape architect Dwayne Adams of Land Design North, everyone in the 
country was worried about America being out-paced by the productivity of Japan. People immersed 
themselves in their work. It became a fixation. 

"We got it (the productivity) back,'' Adams said. 

At what cost? 

After the panel adjourned, Mjos wondered what has happened to the value of play in our society. 
Are Americans so focused on getting ahead they don't have time for it? 

Up at Hilltop, snowboarder Benny Aho, a 20-year-old student at the University of Alaska 
Anchorage, had to make one wonder. When asked why so few people were on the slopes, he had a 
one-word answer: "Finals." 

OK, maybe for university students, but what about the younger kids? 

"They have finals too,'' he said. 

Young Jonathon Lundberg, another snowboarder at Hilltop, didn't have any friends with him either. 

"My best friend doesn't snowboard," he said. "He just never has.'' 

"He's playing video games," said Sandy Lundberg, Jonathon's mother. She was along to ride. She 
noted the snow was perfect for snowboarding on a slope that had been icy only days earlier. 

Most of Anchorage's youth were missing out on it. Most of them were obviously indoors, not 
outdoors. 

"It's a mindset,'' said Adams. "Maybe there aren't enough computer screens in the backyard.'' 

The outdoors summit continues downtown today.  

Indoors. 
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