
Summary Findings: Operation Wild 2018-2021

There is a quote by Steven Bouma-Prediger that beautifully and precisely captures the vision of

Operation Wild. It goes as follows:

“We care for only what we love. We love only what we know. We truly know only what we

experience. If we do not know our place-know it in more than a passing, cursory way, know it

intimately and personally-then we are destined to use and abuse it”  (Bouma-Prediger, 2010,

p. 21).

This certainly applies to our relationship with the natural world, but also applies to our relationships

with one another as well.  It is this journey of moving through experiencing, knowing, loving, and finally

caring for both each other and the natural world that Operation Wild seeks to guide participants

through. In this summary, we will review some of the key findings of Operation Wild over the past

three years and a half years.
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Section 1: What is Operation Wild

Operation Wild provides hands-on environmental education and accessible nature

experiences for people living with disabilities to promote well-being, environmental stewardship, and

social inclusion. Operation Wild connects with individuals living with disabilities by developing

partnerships with various social service agencies across the Greater Hamilton Area.  Operation Wild

is built on the belief that all people, regardless of ability, need access to the natural world for their

personal well being.  In addition to this, all people need opportunities to care for the natural world and

contribute to its well being. And lastly, the natural world is an invaluable tool that can bring people

together, regardless of ability, to build and strengthen relationships.  Our vision is that all people in our

community have the opportunity to engage the natural world in meaningful ways through experiencing

it, learning about it, and contributing to its well being.  Operation Wild is a program delivered by A

Rocha Canada, and just one of the ways we strive to see people and places transformed by

connecting to the natural world.

The term “nature connectedness” refers to one’s ability to relate to the natural world beyond

simply exposure and contact with it, but to a deeper sense of our relationship with the natural world,

recognizing that we are a part of it. It is this deeper relationship with the natural world that Operation

Wild seeks to offer participants.  Operation Wild is offered primarily out of Cedar Haven Eco-Centre in

Hamilton, although we also offer community based sessions for groups that face physical barriers to

accessing the site, as well as virtual sessions in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Operation Wild focuses on adventure, education and conservation.  Through adventure,

participants explore the natural world with their

senses to develop a sense of awe and wonder.

Education provides participants with hands-on

opportunities to engage the natural world, know

it on a deeper level, and develop practical skills

to support a sustainable world. Our focus on

conservation provides participants with an

opportunity to use this knowledge and wonder

of nature to actively contribute to its well being

by learning practical ways to care for our world.

Lastly, each session includes a gratitude circle as a time for reflection and sharing of our experiences.

This provides participants with opportunities to reflect on their experience in the natural world, to

deepen and strengthen relationships with peers.
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Section 2: Key Program Statistics

Operation Wild began as a small pilot project of A Rocha Ontario back in 2016.  From its first

two years as a pilot project, we discovered that there was a clear need in our community to provide

opportunities for people with disabilities to connect with the natural world.  Since partnering with the

Ontario Trillium Foundation in 2018, Operation Wild expanded to meet this need by developing

partnerships with numerous agencies and connecting thousands of participants with meaningful

nature experiences.  Here are some of the statistics that highlight our impact.

Number of Partnerships Developed and Sessions Offered

Since 2018, Operation Wild has partnered with over 20 social service agencies in the Greater

Hamilton Area, and has offered 150 sessions of accessible environmental education.  Additionally,

Operation Wild created a library of 13 videos on a variety of topics related to environmental education

that were accessed by a much wider audience, with over 2000 views.

Number of Total Participants

This chart shows the cumulative total of

Operation Wild participants since 2018, including

returning participants.  As of April 2021, Operation

Wild has had a total of 1475 participants.

However, these numbers do not include the

number of views on our educational video series.

Number of Total New Participants

Our initial goal when launching the program

was to reach 700 unique individuals.  This chart

shows the cumulative total of new Operation Wild

participants since 2018.  This shows only the

amount of unique participants to the program.  As

of April 2021, Operation Wild has had 628 unique

participants.  However, these numbers do not

include the number of views on our educational

video series.
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Section 3: Participant Feedback

Evaluating the impact of a program requires a quantitative analysis of the data and statistics of

participants and their engagement. However, people are far more than numbers or statistics on a

page. The evaluation of the program’s impact also requires a qualitative analysis of peoples’

experiences by listening to, and sharing stories and quotes that highlight the impact of Operation Wild.

Each individual that participates in Operation Wild has their own unique and beautiful story of what

engaging the natural world means to them.  Every time someone participates in Operation Wild, we

seek for it to be a meaningful experience in three different categories: Nature Connection, Deepening

Relationships, and Building Confidence and Resilience. The following data shares some of this.

Findings from Participant Feedback Form

● 94% of participants felt more connected to nature after participation in Operation Wild after

their second visit.

● 83% of participants felt like they were able to take the skills and knowledge they gained from

Operation Wild back home to engage their community.

● 84% of participants felt that they were able to build meaningful relationships with others during

Operation Wild.

● 95% of participants felt welcome and comfortable during participation in Operation Wild.

● 94% of participants agreed they would explore similar opportunities in their own community.

Stories and Quotes from Operation Wild Participants

There were numerous opportunities for Operation Wild staff to witness the power that the

natural world has to positively impact our wellbeing. Whether physically, socially, or emotionally,

participants grew and changed, sometimes over the course of a single visit and other times over the

course of weeks and months of participating. Some of these quotes highlight this impact:

● “I am invigorated to do more once I am surrounded by the vibrant vivaciousness of nature. It

brings me so much positive emotions.”

● We asked how participating in Operation Wild enabled stronger social connections with others,

one participant responded, “In the signing around the campfire, we all took turns remembering

songs from our past and helping lead them and there was so much encouragement. One lady
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in particular was upbeat and positive. I knew her slightly before this outing, but feel a closer

bond now.”

● “I love the stillness. It’s so nice to get away from the sirens and the business of the city.”

● “It’s so wonderful to be away from the noises of the city, it’s so clean too. I can breathe here.”

● “It’s so special that we get to come, I love to learn. And I love your mandate to care for creation

and inspire hope. This really means a lot to me.”

● “After I had my stroke they told me I would never get to do stuff like this, and now here I am. I

love being here and doing this kind of stuff.”

● “I felt very connected with nature just walking with grass, opposed to concrete beneath my

feet, and with bushes and trees and long grasses all only [an] arms-length away.  This is not a

part of my everyday environment - maybe yearly. I normally don’t go outside except to get into

accessible transit from A to B.  Most of my time I spend alone in my apartment. This was a

blessing.”

● “It was a mindful experience, often in the city my mind just goes in circles from boredom, but

within three seconds of being here it was instantly like a breath of fresh air.”
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Section 4: Support Staff Surveys

Our partners have played a critical role in the success of Operation Wild over the past three

years.  Operation Wild views our partners as the “gatekeepers” to the population this program is

designed to reach and engage.  Operation Wild has developed over 20 partnerships with agencies

across the Greater Hamilton Area, and these have provided the strong foundation to the program.  We

frequently seek feedback from our partner support staff, because we recognize that they are the

experts on the individuals they support, and we seek their feedback to ensure our programs are

relevant, accessible and meaningful for all people.

From follow-up surveys, our partners told us the following:

● How satisfied were you with the quality of programming from Operation Wild?

○ Average response = 9.6 / 10.

● How meaningful do you believe that participation in Operation Wild was for the individuals

you support?

○ Average response = 9.7 / 10.

● If given the opportunity, would your group participate in Operation Wild for frequently?

○ Average response = 9.0 / 10.

From some of our longest standing partnerships, we sought further feedback and we heard the

following:

“Very soon into the [COVID-19] shutdown, we received a message from Operation Wild

offering [virtual] sessions to help connect with our participants.  We felt like we hit the jackpot

when we were told the sessions were free of charge - exactly what we needed as we too were

trying to offer free zooming to connect with our participants. On average, their virtual program

was supporting approximately 20 individuals with special needs each week across 4 different

cities.  If there was a 'lifer' category, we'd be in it.  We would love to continue our relationship

with Operation Wild and continue to connect them with all our programs located in

Southwestern Ontario. Moving forward, we would be able to connect Operation Wild with over

100 participants every month and continue spreading knowledge about the environment and

the importance of respecting it.”

- Shelley Murphy, Executive Director of Adults in Motion
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“During the pandemic, our agency has relied on virtual programming to keep our participants

engaged. The learning opportunities provided by the team at Operation Wild have been very

well received.  Group facilitators provide a breadth of knowledge on numerous environmental

topics including bird recognition and migration, star gazing, tree identification and much more.

Lessons included videos, audio files and lots of pictures. Our participants remained engaged

through questions, quizzes and discussions. Overall, we are very satisfied with the virtual

programming offered by the team at Operation Wild. I would recommend them to anyone with

an interest in learning about the natural world.”

- Darryl, Mind Forward Brain Injury Services

“Through Operation Wild, clients were able to build upon personal knowledge of plants,

animals, and ecosystems through hands-on interactions. Overall, clients were able to foster

personal relationships within their home community by sharing their new learning with others.

After participating in Operation Wild, clients would walk with staff and would identify plants or

even animals that they had learned about at Operation Wild. Client's mindfulness towards their

local environments increased which decreased stress, improved mental health, and increased

overall happiness.  Operation Wild fosters community and improves relationships and

compassion.”

- Heather, Salvation Army Lawson Ministries Hamilton
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Section 5: COVID Response

In 2019, Operation Wild experienced a lot of growth, and grew from three partners in 2018 to

fifteen in 2019. Additionally, in 2019, Operation Wild reached 588 total participants, compared to 118

in 2018.  Needless to say, Operation Wild was positioned for success in 2020 and demand for the

program was increasing quickly.  However, the COVID-19 pandemic brought many challenges for

Operation Wild, as it has for all of us.  After initially pausing the program for two months, we reached

out to our partners again to learn how we could still provide meaningful engagement with the natural

world, even if it could not be done together.  One thing many of us quickly realized was that COVID-19

had the potential to isolate people, especially those already on the margins of society.  Therefore, we

knew that accessing the natural world was more important than ever for our physical and social well

being.

Since March 2020, Operation Wild has facilitated over 80 virtual environmental education

sessions on seasonal topics such as wildflowers, migration, hibernation, and the changing seasons.

Even though we were not physically together, exploring these topics as they were happening in the

world around us provided a sense of connection to one another and the natural world.  Additionally,

Operation Wild developed a free library of educational videos for our partners and larger community to

access.  This video library now consists of over 13 videos on topics ranging from birding, insects,

pollinators, and much more, and has over 2000 total views!

While shoulder to shoulder engagement of the natural world will always be the preference, the

COVID-19 pandemic did provide a unique opportunity to expand Operation Wild to reach more

participants, of a wider audience, across a larger geographical area than would have been possible.
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Section 6: What the Research Says

We know that the natural world is crucial to our overall well being. This is not a new discovery.

Operation Wild is not the first, nor will it be the last program designed to connect people with the

benefits of engaging the natural world.  It is helpful to take a quick look at the wider base of research

that further supports our experience with Operation Wild, and the impact it has had on many.

Connection to the natural world is intimately tied to our physical, emotional and cognitive wellbeing.

There are well-known medical studies that have shown the physical benefits of simply viewing the

natural world from a window for chronically sick patients or those recovering from surgery (Ulrich,

1984). The following excerpt highlights two of Operation Wild’s core beliefs, that nature is intimately

tied to our individual wellbeing, and that spending time in nature deepens our ability to care for and

love the natural world. In an examination of literature on this topic, Baxter and Pelletier (2019) state,

“By not recognising the necessity of periodic experiential immersion in nature, human beings

are robbing their basic faculties of the restorative experiences they need in order to develop

and function optimally. The longer one spends away from meaningful contact with nature, the

more negative emotions, cognitive fatigue, and physiological stress can rise, and the more

likely somatic and psychological symptoms and conditions can become prevalent. Moreover, in

a world where increasing population creates an ever-growing need for increased altruism,

fostering experiences with nature can help to generate more commitment to the physical

environment surrounding one’s home, leading to more active behaviour in supporting and

protecting that environment, as well as more altruistic and generous interpersonal behaviours

including better coordination of shared resources” (p. 30).

In their review of the literature on this topic, Home to Us All: How Connecting with Nature Helps Us

Care for Ourselves and the Earth, Charles, Keenleyside, & Chapple (2018) argue,

“The evidence is clear. One of the most important things that any of us can do for ourselves,

those we love, people throughout the world, and the living systems that support us all is to

connect with nature. That connection can start in the simplest of ways, beginning in childhood

and renewing through all the stages of life. It can take many forms, and occur in many ways. It

requires places and spaces for people to connect with nature’s richness and complexity from

backyards to apartment rooftops, on city streets and rural roadways, on school grounds and in

urban neighborhoods, from wild protected areas to urban parks. Connecting with nature helps
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to bring us all peace and good health, and provides the foundation for resilient, healthy

ecosystems, communities, and economies to thrive and remain for generations and

generations to come” (pg. 5).

One of Operation Wild’s previous staff members, Tim Martin, Doctoral Student, examined

Operation Wild to outline a theory of relational ecological identity, which emphasizes the importance of

interdependent, intergenerational, and interactive components of knowing the natural world. The term

“ecological identity” refers to “how people perceive themselves in relation to nature, as living and

breathing things being connected to the rhythms of the earth” (Thomashow, 1996, p. xiii).  However,

Martin emphasizes that our connection to the natural world goes far beyond simply knowing and

experiencing, but should be a result of “a living, breathing relationship  with the places we inhabit, the

memories we hold, and the more-than-human [future] we imagine” (Martin, 2020, p. 92).  Perhaps to

put it more plainly, our relationship with the natural world is not tied to this present time or place, nor

tied to ourselves as individual beneficiaries. Our understanding of how we and all things came to be,

and how all elements of the natural world relate play a key role in our ability to connect to the natural

world.

Operation Wild has shown how this rings true for many people. As participants connect with

the natural world, some for the first time in quite a long time, there is a sense of an opportunity to build

relationships on multiple levels.  To build relationships with our past as we understand how we and all

things got here, as well as reflecting on past memories that hold deep value and meaning.  There is

also a chance to build relationships with aspects of the natural world and peers that might not have

otherwise been available. Operation Wild emphasizes how our ability to connect with the natural world

is “predicated on the desire to bring the earth into relationship with others as well. It is not only a

question of how I connect to the earth, but how we collectively connect and develop our

understanding together” (Martin, 2020, p. 103).

Finally, there is a growing sense of interdependence and interconnectedness not only

between participants, but also between participants and the natural world.  Both participants and staff

are continually going through a process of learning and re-learning that we are not simply

beneficiaries or consumers of this separate thing we call “nature”, but rather we are part of the natural

world and are more intimately connected to it than we realize or understand.  Operation Wild provides

opportunities to deepen this connection both formally (i.e. gratitude circles) and informally (i.e.

conversations on a walk), but more significantly the beauty and wonder of the natural world prompts

this connection and reflection among all participants and staff all on its own.
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Section 7: Special Thanks to our Funders

We are grateful for the past three and a half years and for all those we have met along the
way.  We are also excited to see where Operation Wild goes in the future, and the connections yet to
be made. We have many people to thank for their continued support in making Operation Wild a
success.  This includes the participants, their support staff, our agency partners, and various private
donors, foundations and granters.  We would like to specifically thank the following for their significant
financial contributions and support.
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