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Creating Familiar Forests for Therapeutic Uses

Tamami SHIRAI
Summary

Introduction and Chapter 1, Background and purpose of the research

As Japan’s birthrate declines and its society ages, there are major concerns about
associated increases in medical costs. At the same time, there are now expectations for
forests to have multi-faceted functions. Therefore, in recent years there has been
growing interest in the forest medicine and forest therapy. Such activities utilize the
therapeutic effects of forests to help restore, maintain, and improve the health of users.

There have been many studies about the therapeutic effects of forests in a rich
natural setting, but there has not been much research conducted on forests that are
close to where most people live, such as nearby rural areas and seaside forests. There-
fore, the present study is being conducted in order to corroborate the therapeutic effects
of familiar, easily accessible forests, and show directionality for utilizing these effects.
There is also a discussion about developing a system for having such activities take root

1n local communities.

Chapter 2, Corroboration of the therapeutic effects of familiar forests

The present study confirmed the physiologically soothing and mood-improving ef-
fects of familiar forests, and revealed that therapeutic effects from these forests were
obtained. It was also found that broad-leaved forests had somewhat higher
mood-improving effects than single-species Japanese cedar and pine forests, and even
small forests should be able to improve people’s moods. Furthermore, it was revealed
that there might be no differences in the therapeutic effects of deciduous and evergreen
forests in summer and autumn. These findings prove that there can be daily therapeutic
effects, even in small nearby forests, and suggest the possibility of integrating

health-improving activities with the revitalization of rural areas.

Chapter 3, Directionality of creating forests for therapeutic uses
Next, an investigation was made of the directionality of forest creation that would
be needed in order to utilize familiar forests for health purposes. First, a study was

conducted about the therapeutic effects under various light and temperature environ-
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ments of forests and the relationship between effects and environment was examined.
At the same time, various forest therapy programs were tested, and comparisons were
made of the results. Next, a resident-participation type of therapeutic forest was cre-
ated, and comparisons were made of the physiological and psychological effects before
and after the forest was created. As a result, it was found that the first things that must
be considered when creating a forest for therapeutic activities include the following: 1)
imagining the types of users (healthy people, people with disabilities), 2) making de-
tailed forest studies, and 3) promoting the activities (programs) in the forest.
Regarding the specifics of forest creation directionality, the following basic concepts
were suggested: 1) The forest should have places that are brightened by sunbeams. 2)
The forest should have good visibility. 3) Trails should provide contrasts between light
and darkness. 4) A variety of trails should be built that would allow even people with
impairments or physical disabilities to enjoy strolling. 5) Comforting elements in the
forest should be utilized to stimulate the five senses. 6) Facilities such as benches,
washrooms and rest stations should be installed to give users a place to take a break. 7)

Signboards should be erected to warn of dangerous places, etc.

Chapter 4, Approaches for establishing therapeutic utilization of forests (Case study of
Chiba Prefecture)

A case study was conducted in Chiba Prefecture to examine what should be done to
get therapeutic forest activities to take root in local communities. In order to expand the
creation of therapeutic forests around the prefecture, model therapy trails were built in
all six of the prefecture’s public forests, and trail maps with explanations about the
walking courses were prepared. In addition, the rural vitalization groups in charge of
creating the forests were given technical guidance, and people were trained to provide
therapeutic forest activities. As well, a tool called an “O-sampo Card” was developed to
provide opportunities for activities through which anyone could utilize their 5 senses in
the forest. In this way, both the tangible and intangible aspects of the system were de-
veloped at the same time, and there was a wide public relations campaign to let local
residents know of these activities through such means as forums and pamphlets.

In the case of Chiba Prefecture, it was possible to develop the tangible and intan-
gible aspects at the same time, but there was no one in any of the areas who could serve
as the core coordinator, so no activities that could take root in the respective areas were
developed. This indicates that it will be necessary to have people who can skillfully co-
ordinate the various aspects of this project, not only creation of forest facilities, but also

such things as making arrangements with overnight lodging facilities and establishing
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partnerships with local medical facilities.

Finally, Future topics

The main topic for the future is finding some way of firmly establishing activities
for the creation of therapeutic forests. The author would like to suggest that the most
important thing that can be done to achieve this is to have local residents involved from
the forest creation stage. This is because having local residents create a nearby forest
would likely instill in them an affection for the forest and promote continuous activities.
Furthermore, if partnerships could be formed with local medical organizations, and
forest medicine could be treated as one means of providing specific counseling guidance,
then the author believes that this could become a foothold for establishing this program
and ensuring regular use of the forests. Since it also necessary to have people under-
stand the importance of the environment for its health-related aspects, the author feels
that it might be a good idea for education that closely connects environment and health
to start in childhood. This educational field, which is classified as “environment and
health education,” should be expanded.

Research in this field has only just begun. Studies should continue to be made
which involve such themes as the development of indices for corroborating the thera-
peutic effects of forests, improving measuring methods, and collecting data that are

required for creating effective therapeutic forests.
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