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Throughout my 20 years 
in social work, a current 
theme would arise again 
and again: the power of the 
natural world, especially 
trees, to support and heal 

the human spirit in times of suffering and 
distress. Nature has a way of bringing beauty 
to the darkest of places, giving people hope in 
times of despair. Because of these experiences, 
I now work full-time as a Nature & Wellbeing 
Consultant. I understand the true value of trees 
and forests to society. By working to deepen 
people’s connection to nature, I hope that they 
will go on to protect and safeguard nature for 
future generations. 

I have just returned from Athens from 
the first World Conference on Forests for 
Public Health. This meeting brought together 
scientists, researchers and practitioners from all 
over the world to discuss the work being done 
on the benefits of forests for human health. 
There I presented my research, which aimed to 
evaluate forest therapy as an intervention for 
stress. 

I designed a 6-week programme, two hours 
a week, in three different forests in Wicklow 
and Dublin. The outcomes were very positive 
with all participants improving their levels of 
stress, rumination (which causes anxiety) and 
enhancing their wellbeing. The participants 
spoke about the “forest as healer” and how they 
could “just be” in the forest, without having to 
do anything or be anyone, just themselves. The 
forest did not judge them or expect anything 
of them, unlike every-day life. One participant 
wrote: 

“The feel of the wind and the raindrops feel 
soothing and take attention from my thoughts 

about the pain of other things”. 
Another participant shared how much 

support she received: 
“I definitely feel the connection to nature 

very healing, because it’s time out for myself, 
it slows me down, body and mind. I feel part 
of the forest, even though I don’t live in it and 
that’s like being loved.”

Forest Bathing and Ecotourism

Forest Bathing has long played a part in 
health care in both Japan and Korea as a 
preventive health care intervention and is now 
becoming one of the most effective antidotes 
to our modern, technology-driven lifestyles. It 
is a wellness movement spreading worldwide, 
which gets people to focus on their five senses 
in nature, slow down and immerse themselves 
in the forest atmosphere. 

In May I spent two days with Yvonne 
Gordan, an award-winning journalist who is 
doing a feature on Forest Bathing for the Aer 
Lingus inflight magazine Cara. I brought her 
to a number of forests and nature reserves 

in Co Wicklow. We made tea from foraged 
plants, walked barefoot in the dewy grass 
and lay under beautiful copper-beech trees. 
Diarmuid McAree, Director of Crann, joined 
us for an afternoon session on forest ecology 
and tree identification. The article will be on all 
the international flights in July. 

Forest Therapy as an ecosystem 
service

Forest Therapy is considered an emerging 
ecosystem service and both the United Nations 
and Forest Europe are currently looking at 
ways of integrating this ecosystem service 
into sustainable forest management plans. 
Forest Therapy is the clinical application 
of Forest Bathing and can be used in the 
treatment and rehabilitation of mental and 
physical health. Last year I surveyed 116 
Forest Therapy Guides from 28 countries to 
gain an understanding of what was happening 
internationally. Guides all over the world 
were working with people with dementia, 
caregiver stress, addiction, mental health, 
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cancer support and war veterans. The challenges 
they faced included access to safe, quality trails 
for urban populations, severe weather, limited 
government funding and lack of awareness of 
the benefits of forest therapy among health 
professionals and the general public.

Last September, I travelled to the United 
Nations in Geneva with Diarmuid McAree 
(Forestry Advisor to Ecowellness Consulting 
Ltd) to speak at the UNECE/FAO/ILO 
Green Forest Jobs workshop on the potential 
of Forest Therapy for Green Jobs development. 
It is hoped that Ireland will host a United 
Nations conference on Green Jobs in the 
Forestry Sector, organised by Crann, in the near 
future.

This year, my company Ecowellness 
Consulting Ltd, teamed up with a number 
of other European companies to form the 
European Forest Therapy Institute (EFTI). 
EFTI’s aim is to train world class Forest 
Bathing and Forest Therapy Guides in Europe. 
We have just completed our first training 
in Sweden and have a number of trainings 
planned in Europe for 2019 (including an 
Irish training in Glendalough in August). We 
trained people from all backgrounds, including 
psychiatrists, psychologists, ecologists and 

artists. Interestingly, 90% of the participants 
were female.

In April, I met with the Irish Doctors for 
the Environment to create awareness of the 
Green Prescription, which values forest therapy. 
Doctors in various parts of the world are 
prescribing nature -based activities to promote 
better health. 

A Vision for the Future

We need a dedicated training centre for Forest 
Bathing and Forest Therapy in Ireland. We also 
need a network of trails and therapeutic forests, 

with guides trained all over 
Ireland, working with local 
communities to improve 
their health and wellbeing. 
I envision Ireland as 
a world leader in this 
field, with Irish doctors 
writing green prescriptions 
(benefiting both forests 
and communities) 
and Irish universities 
conducting cutting-edge 
research to develop its 
evidence base. 

Last year, I heard 
President Michael D Higgins, who is patron 
of Crann, speak at the John O’Donoghue 
International Symposium on the future of 
humanity in relation to climate change. He 
highlighted the importance of reconnecting 
ecology, economy, society and culture. I believe 
Forest Bathing and Forest Therapy offer a 
potential path to this integration. 

On the recent EFTI training course in Sweden. Shirley Gleeson is in the front row on the extreme right.

Shirley Gleeson is Director of Ecowell-
ness Consulting Ltd & co-founder of Euro-
pean Forest Therapy Institute. More details: 
www.ecowellnessconsulting.com 

Members of the European Forest 
Therapy Institute, from left, Petra 
Ellora Cau, Sweden; Shirley Gleeson, 
author of this article; and Alex Gesse 
from Instituto de Bonosde Bosque, 
Spain. 
Below: The European Forest Therapy 
Institute has just completed its first 
training session, in Sweden


