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Abstract 
The SJAM winter trail is a unique and innovative community-driven project that creates strong 

recreational, social, and active transportation opportunities in the heart of Ottawa during the cold 

and snowy winter months. Officially launched in 2016, the SJAM is a 23 km network of 

maintained winter trails designated for shared use by cross-country skiers, walkers, snowshoe 

users, and winter cyclists.  

Occupying a green corridor along the Ottawa River immediately west of downtown, the 

network’s main artery follows an existing multi-use pathway that was previously not winter 

maintained. Completely free of charge, the SJAM is directly accessible in less than 10 minutes on 

foot, by bike, or by public transit (including via two of Ottawa’s light rail lines) for a large 

population base situated in numerous nearby residential neighborhoods and business districts.  

Following an overview of the SJAM’s development and operation, this paper presents the results 

of a voluntary online questionnaire completed by more than 408 SJAM users in the spring of 

2016. Notably, data including responses by neighborhood, mode of access (i.e., automobile vs. 

sustainable transportation), choice of activity (i.e. skiing, walking, cycling, snowshoeing) as well 

as user experiences are summarized and discussed.  

The questionnaire results are then considered in relation to a selection of scholarly literature 

concerning relationships between health/well-being and access to nature, opportunities for 

physical activity and active transportation. The overall implication is that the SJAM contributes 

strongly to many desirable outcomes for Ottawa’s population, suggesting that it may be 

considered a promising model for additional similar projects in Ottawa and other urban centers. 

Keywords: natural environment, physical activity, well-being, skiing, walking, cycling, 

snowshoeing, sustainable transportation, active transportation  
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Introduction 
The Sir John A. Macdonald Winter Trail (SJAM) is a unique initiative that makes use of an 

existing green corridor in the heart of Ottawa and the National Capital Region in order to provide 

free access to nature, recreation, and sustainable transportation during the winter months. 

Operating officially since December 2016, it consists of a 23 km network of maintained winter 

trails designated for shared use by cross-country skiers, walkers, snowshoe users, and winter 

cyclists (see Figure 1). Running parallel to the Sir John A. Macdonald Parkway and beginning 

immediately west of downtown, the network’s main artery follows an existing multi-use pathway 

along the shore of the Ottawa River that was previously not maintained in winter. Free of charge, 

the SJAM is directly accessible on foot, by bike, or by public transit (including via two of 

Ottawa’s light rail lines) for a large population base situated in numerous nearby residential 

neighbourhoods and business districts.  

 

Figure 1: Satellite image of SJAM Winter Trail network 

 

 

Following an overview of the SJAM’s development, this paper presents the results of a voluntary 

online survey conducted in the winter of 2016 with more than 400 SJAM users. The survey 

results are considered in relation to a selection of scholarly literature and additional evidence 

concerning relationships between health/well-being and access to natural public space. Overall, 

the results of this review make clear the strong value of the SJAM with respect to the promotion 

of health and well-being for local Ottawa residents and also point to environmental advantages. 

Furthermore, they suggest that the SJAM may be considered a useful model for similar efforts to 

promote winter access to natural public space and opportunities for healthy and sustainable 

recreation in urban environments. 
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Overview: Development of the SJAM 
The potential for maintaining multi-use trails for winter recreation within the green corridor 

bordering the Sir John A. Macdonald parkway and the Ottawa River was evident to a variety of 

individuals and organizations for several decades. Running east to west from the edge of 

Ottawa’s business district, the corridor featured a multi-use path that was heavily used during 

non-winter months, particularly by both commuter and recreational cyclists. Overall, the major 

considerations that lent strength to the potential of the SJAM may be summarized as follows:  

1.) The proximity of the SJAM to a large number of residential, commercial, and business 

districts;  

2.) The trajectory of the SJAM being adjacent to three of Ottawa’s imminent light rail stations; 

3.) The potential popularity of the main part of the corridor as an active transportation route given 

that it directly linked numerous residential areas to the downtown core;  

4.) Access to amenities and attractions along the route such as the Canadian War Museum and 

it’s café, washrooms and warming area, the Westboro Beach tobogganing hill, and the intriguing 

rock sculptures of John Ceprano;  

5.) The spectacular natural beauty of the Ottawa River shoreline;  

6.) The large amount of generally clear green space that would facilitate maintenance and provide 

the opportunity to easily add a variety of extensions and loops to the route of the existing multi-

use path. 

In 2015, the Board of Directors of the Westboro Beach Community Association (WBCA), 

having learned that one of its former chairpersons had developed considerable expertise in cross-

country ski trail grooming, asked if he (Dave Adams) would have interest in grooming a portion 

of the corridor on a pilot project basis. With Mr. Adams responding affirmatively, the WBCA 

then made a formal request to the National Capital Commission (NCC - the federal government 

crown corporation that manages the Sir John A. Macdonald Parkway) to begin a proof of concept 

process. According to the terms of the eventual agreement, insurance was provided by the 

WBCA while the NCC contributed funds for fuel and additional operating expenses. Importantly, 

winter trail grooming equipment (which is not commonly available on a rental basis) was 

generously loaned for the effort by the Nakkertok cross-country ski club of nearby Cantley, 

Quebec. This was facilitated by the fact that at the time, Mr. Adams was a core member of 

Nakkertok’s grooming team. 

 Ultimately, grooming operations were conducted on three separate occasions over a two 

week period during the winter of 2016 on a pilot project basis. Large numbers of people began 

using the SJAM immediately and the concept was considered a clear success by all implicated 

parties. At the same time, the exercise resulted in the WBCA reaching the conclusion that it was 

beyond the organization’s capacity to lead in formalizing the SJAM. At this point Mr. Adams, 

being personally convinced of the SJAM’s viability and potential, assumed full responsibility for 

its further development. He then successfully approached the local Dovercourt Recreation 

Association (DRA - the body which manages the nearby and popular Dovercourt Recreation 

Centre) for assistance with administrative functions. Notably, the mandate of the DRA is 

“building a healthy, active and engaged community through recreation” (Dovercourt Recreation 

Association, n.d.) making partnership with the SJAM a particularly logical choice. 

 With support of the DRA, Mr. Adams then managed to secure a formal land use 

agreement with the NCC to operate the SJAM throughout the winters of 2016/17 to 2018/2019. 
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Throughout the winters of 2016/2017 and 2017/2018 grooming operations were performed on a 

daily basis, weather permitting. Overall, the objective was to provide appealing conditions for 

shared use by cross-country skiers, snowshoe users, walkers, and winter (fat bike) cyclists during 

the vast majority of days during which Ottawa is generally snow covered (usually December to 

March). 

The SJAM proved to be exceedingly popular and to enjoy very strong community 

support. In fact, both the continuing development of the SJAM concept and its ongoing 

operations depend on a very large volume of volunteer effort and expertise. While the SJAM is 

now professionally managed by Mr. Adams, volunteers (some, notably, with organizations 

including the DRA and the WBCA) look after a large number of crucial aspects of the project. 

These include, for example, those related to trail maintenance and grooming, administrative 

support, accounting, marketing, fundraising, and social media. Finally, the project’s long-term 

viability is tied to the continued willingness on the part of the public to make voluntary financial 

contributions. At the moment, three quarters of the SJAM’s operating revenues are generated by 

crowd-sourced funding, with the remaining quarter coming from public sources and private 

enterprise.  

Methods 
Over the course of the 2016/2017 SJAM season (December 2016-March 2017) 408 adult SJAM 

users were recruited via posts on social media to complete a voluntary questionnaire consisting of 

eight questions (see Table 1) concerning their places of residence as well as their experiences and 

opinions with respect to the SJAM.  

While not conducted for formal academic purposes, the survey results nonetheless 

provide relevant data for discussing the potential of the SJAM from the perspectives of health 

and well-being. Here, we have limited our commentary to the data stemming from the questions 

considered most relevant in this regard. Specifically, these include questions 1 - postal codes of 

survey participants, 2 - their methods of accessing the trail, 3 - the specific activities practiced on 

the SJAM, and 6 - the general purposes for which the trail was used.  

Table 1: SJAM User Survey Questions 

Question # Question 

1.  What is your postal code? 

2.  How did you get to the trail - By car? Bike? Walking? Public transit? 

Other? (multiple selections allowed) 

3.  How did you use the trail – Skate skiing? Classic skiing? Snowshoeing? 

Cycling? Walking? Dog walking? Other?  (multiple selections allowed) 

4.  What was your favourite point of access or the entry point you used most? 

(multiple selections allowed) 

5.  Apart from the primary route that follows the bike path, what other secondary 

areas of the trail network did you enjoy? (multiple selections allowed) 

6.  Did you use the trail for – Commuting to work? Accessing the Ottawa River 

during winter? Spending time with family and friends? To improve your 

health, well-being and fitness? (multiple selections allowed)  

7.  What part of the week did you use the SJAM Winter Trail – During the 

weekends only? Only during the week? Both? (multiple selections allowed) 
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8.  This season Fresh Air Experience, our silver level sponsor, offered ski and 

fatbike rentals at a kiosk located directly on the trail as well there was food and 

beverages offered at the Cafe in the Canadian War Museum.  Would you like to 

see other services available alongside the trail? 

9.  Please provide any general comments you might have concerning your use of 

the SJAM 

 

With respect to the postal code information, a series of analyses1 were performed in order 

to calculate the distances between SJAM survey participants’ residences and obvious SJAM 

access points. Briefly, in the first step, both the participants’ addresses (according to postal code) 

and four specific SJAM access points were digitized using their individual longitudes and 

latitudes. The selected SJAM access points were: 1.) West side of the Canadian War Museum; 2.) 

The parking lot at the corner of Parkland and Tunney’s Pasture; 3.) The intersection of Island 

Park Drive and the Champlain Bridge, and 4.) Westboro Beach (see Figure 2).  In the second 

step, distances between each SJAM survey participant’s address and each of the four selected 

access points were calculated. In the third step, histograms were generated in order to provide 

visual representations of the distances between all SJAM survey participants’ residences and all 

the designated access points (see Figure 4), together with a chart form summary of the most 

relevant data (Figure 5) as well as a map indicating the proximity of the residences of SJAM 

survey participants to the SJAM itself (Figure 3).  

Concerning the responses to the questions related to methods of access, practiced 

activities and the general purposes served, responses were grouped according to the pre-defined 

response sub-categories. These were then converted to percentages relative to the total number of 

responses (i.e., for the question concerning methods of access, responses were grouped into 

respective percentages for the transportation options of “car”, “walk”, “bike”, “public transit” and 

“other”. Chart form summaries were created in each case (see Figures 6, 7, and 8). 

Results: SJAM 2016/2017 User Survey 
 

Postal codes of survey participants 
While the provision of postal code information was voluntary, virtually all survey participants 

provided this information. As described above, a series of analysesi were performed in order to 

calculate the distances between SJAM survey participants’ residences and obvious SJAM access 

points. As indicated by the data presented below, overall, the calculations highlight the fact that 

large percentages of the distances between survey participant’s residences and SJAM access 

points are relatively short and suitable for transportation on foot or by bike. In the case of the 

Westboro Beach access point, for example, 9 per cent were found to live within 1 km, 34 per cent 

within 2 km, and 48 per cent within 3 km. As indicated by the histograms (Figure 4) very similar 

results were obtained for all of the four access points, with the strong majority of trip distances 

between SJAM survey participants’ residences and all access points being less than 5 km. 
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Figure 2: SJAM and selected access points 

 

Figure 3: Locations of residence for SJAM survey participants 
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Figure 4: Histogram indicating distances between SJAM participants’ residences and SJAM 

Access Points 
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Figure 5: Table of percentage of locations at each distance class for each SJAM Access Point 

(N=396 for each Access Point).  

 

Distance Bins 

(KM) 

War Museum Westboro Beach Parkdale Island Park 

0 – 0.5 0.8 3 1 0.5 

> 0.5 - 1 3 5 12 11 

> 1 - 2 15 30 20 24 

> 2 - 3 25 13 18 18 

> 3 - 4 15 13 11 12 

> 4 - 5 10 9 12 7 

> 5 - 10 21 17 17 19 

> 10 – 15 5 6 5 3 

> 15 - 20 4 2 3 4 

> 20 – 30 0.5 0.8 0.8 0.8 

> 30 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.3 

 

Methods of accessing the trail 
A total of 407 responses to the question of “How did you get to the trail?” were collected, with 

responses grouped according to pre-defined options including, car, walking, bike, public transit, 

and other. A chart from summary of these responses (grouped by pre-defined options and 

measured in percentages of the total number of responses) is provided below. 
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Figure 6: Chart form summary – Methods of accessing the trail 

 

While driving was the most popular way to access the trail, the combined total of the responses 

for cycling, walking, public transit and “other” (which in some cases was even by skiing 

according to additional commentary) outnumbered those for driving (273 vs. 271). Evidently, the 

SJAM is a facility that is accessed with high frequency by means other than automobiles, with 

walking being by the far the most popular among the non-car modes.  

Practiced activities 
In order to understand what activities were most popular on the SJAM, participants were asked 

“How did you use the trail?” with possible selections including  skate skiing, classic skiing, 

snowshoeing, cycling, walking, dog walking, and other. A summary of the responses is provided 

below. 
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Figure 7: Chart form summary – Practiced activities 

 

By far the most popular activity was skiing with 41 per cent and 76 per cent of participants 

indicating that they used the SJAM for skate and classic skiing respectively. Notably, it was clear 

that all activities were at least reasonably popular, including snowshoeing (14.5 per cent), cycling 

(11.8 per cent), walking (11.8 per cent) and dog walking (8.4 per cent). Furthermore, under the 

category of “other” participants noted that they had engaged in activities including running, 

skijoring, skiing with a dog, and even fly fishing. Evidently, a wide variety of healthy physical 

activities are practiced along the SJAM by survey participants. 

Purposes served 
In addition to the specific activities practiced by SJAM users, participants were asked “Did you 

use the trail for – commuting to work? As a means of accessing the Ottawa River during winter? 

Spending time with family and friends? To improve your health, well-being and fitness? As 

indicated in the table below, people almost unanimously indicated that they used the SJAM to 

improve their health, well-being and fitness, while a strong majority indicated that they took 

advantage of the SJAM to spend time with friends and family. Smaller yet still significant 

percentages of participants said that they used it to access the Ottawa River and also to commute 

to work.  
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Figure 8: Chart form summary – Purposes served 

 

Discussion: The SJAM, Health and Well-being. 
It is particularly interesting to consider the SJAM with reference to scholarly literature 

concerning themes related to access to natural open space and its relationships with health and 

well-being. As the survey results make it clear, the SJAM is clearly a highly accessible and 

popular venue for a wide variety of types of recreation and facilitates access to a picturesque 

natural setting within a fairly typical urban environment. Below, we consider the SJAM’s 

characteristics and the results of the selected survey questions with reference to potential benefits 

related mainly to physical activity, social equity, the environment, and well-being.  

Physical activity benefits 
As is well-established, insufficient physical activity has very strong negative consequences for 

health. In fact, physical inactivity is identified as the world’s fourth most important risk factor for 

mortality as result of its negative effects with respect to conditions such as cardiovascular 

disease, diabetes, and a variety of respiratory ailments (World Health Organization, n.d.). In 

Canada, less than 15 per cent of Canadian adults and less than 10 per cent of Canadian children 

meet national physical activity guidelines (Colley et al., 2011; Colley et al., 2014). 

From a general perspective, literature indicates that being close to parks and recreational 

settings is associated with increased physical activity.  For example, a review of 50 quantitative 

studies (Kaczynski & Henderson, 2007) found that overall, proximity to parks and recreational 

settings was associated with greater physical activity. Sallis et al, (2016) meanwhile, analysed 

data from 6822 adults in 14 cities from 10 countries and 5 continents in order to assess how 

objectively measured attributes of the built environment were associated with objectively 

measured physical activity. Their analysis revealed that the number of parks was among four 

environmental variables (the additional ones being net residential density, intersection density, 
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and public transport density) that were significantly, positively, and linearly related to physical 

activity.  

From this vantage point, the SJAM survey data concerning the locations of the 

participants’ residences certainly suggests the possibility that the SJAM’s existence may help to 

increase or maintain the physical activity levels of nearby residents, thereby improving their 

health.  Given the voluntary nature of the survey the results cannot be considered statistically 

representative of all SJAM users. Nevertheless, the results as presented above leave little doubt 

that many SJAM users live short distances from the SJAM itself. Furthermore, it is evident that 

the SJAM is located within the heart of one of Canada’s major urban areas and that the residential 

neighbourhoods nearby house large numbers of people. The total of the populations of only the 

four neighbourhoods located directly adjacent to the SJAM (West Centretown, 

Mechanicsville/Hintonburg, Wellington Village, and Westboro) is close to 38 000 (Ottawa 

Neighbourhood Study, n.d.). 

In addition to being situated in close proximity to a large number of residents the survey 

results make it clear that the SJAM is suitable for a wide range of activities (i.e., skiing, walking, 

snowshoeing, winter cycling etc.). As discussed by Koohsari et al (2015, p. 75), public open 

spaces may be considered key features of the built environment for the promotion of health 

precisely because are venues for a wide variety of types of physical activity. Particularly 

interesting with respect to the SJAM is more-detail oriented research by Schipperijin et al (2013) 

that examined how specific features of urban green spaces were associated with the amount of 

physical activity taking place within them in Odense, Denmark. The study revealed significant 

positive associations with physical activity for the following urban green space features: 

increased urban green space size (i.e., more than five hectares), a walking or cycling route, a 

wooded area, a water feature (i.e., a lake or stream), lights along (some) trails, a pleasant view to 

the outside of the urban green space, a bike rack, and a parking lot for cars. While calling for 

additional intervention-based and longitudinal studies, the authors make the suggestion that 

providing the specific features noted above might help to stimulate physical activity in urban 

green spaces.  

Evidently, the characteristics of the SJAM resemble numerous features highlighted by 

Schipperijin et al. (2013) as being particularly promising with respect to physical activity. The 

space made available by SJAM is certainly large (well beyond 5 hectares in size), and also 

includes a skiing/walking/cycling route, several wooded areas, an obvious water feature (the 

Ottawa River), a pleasant view to the outside, a ski rack, and more than one parking lot.  

Finally, it is reasonable to assume that specific benefits related to physical activity also 

accrue virtue of the fact that many SJAM users access it via active transportation and that some 

use it for active commuting. Overall, a considerable volume of scientific literature supports the 

argument that increasing rates of active transportation is good for health (Badland & Schofield, 

2005; Larouche, 2012) mainly on the basis of its potential to increase physical activity levels 

while reducing emissions of physical harmful air pollution. Accordingly, active transportation 

receives strong support from international and national health organizations including the World 

Health Organization (Dora, Hosking, Mudu, & Fletcher, 2011), the International Society for 

Physical Activity and Health (2011), and the Public Health Agency of Canada (2010). A facility 

that is accessible by active modes and suitable for active transportation within it may contribute 

to higher levels of overall physical activity. Notably, physical activity may accumulate not just 
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while using the facility itself, but as part of travel to and from it. In fact, this possibility is 

specifically suggested as a possible explanation for increased levels of physical activity in 

connection with higher density of parks in a recent international study (Sallis et al., 2016). As the 

survey analysis revealed, more than half of SJAM users reported getting to it using non-car 

modes, while roughly 10 per cent indicated that they used the SJAM for the purpose of 

commuting.  

Overall, it is reasonable to suggest that the SJAM makes an important contribution with 

respect to physical activity as a result of its proximity to large numbers of residences, its specific 

features, and its accessibility by active transportation. 

Social equity benefits 
Apart from being advantageous with respect to physical activity, the fact that the SJAM is a 

facility that can reasonably be accessed without having to own a car may evidently be considered 

to contribute to the provision of equity in access to recreation and nature. A cross-Canada study 

(Butler, Orpana, & Wiens, 2007) found, for example, that lower-income populations of all ages 

rely considerably more on walking and cycling for getting to work, school, and for doing daily 

errands than higher-income populations. Another study (Pabayo et al., 2012) examining the 

transportation choices of children in Quebec for getting to and from school found that children 

coming from lower income families and from neighbourhoods with higher decay (e.g., presence 

of garbage, consumption of sale of drugs, presence or consumption of alcohol, youth causing 

problems) were much more likely to walk or cycle to school than children from families with 

higher incomes and neighbourhoods with lower decay. The authors speculate that this situation 

may be at least partly the result of families with limited incomes being not able afford vehicles 

and related expenses.  

It is, therefore, reasonable to expect that a facility that is accessible on foot or by bike has 

a better chance of being used by people of lower incomes than one that is only accessible by car. 

Thus, for a large number of people who cannot or choose not to drive for reasons including 

affordability, age, or physical impairment the SJAM appears to represent a particularly 

advantageous opportunity with respect to health and well-being 

 The SJAM may be considered particularly promising in this respect, not just because it is 

simply possible to visit by means other than the car, but because its trajectory makes it highly 

accessible to both affluent and less affluent neighbourhoods. Furthermore, it is located adjacent to 

an area of the city for which it has been established that more than a quarter of all households do 

not own cars.   

The Ottawa Neighbourhood Study (n.d.) classifies all of Ottawa’s neighbourhoods 

according to the percentages of the population living with low incomes after taxes, with ranging 

from a city-wide low of 2.1 per cent to a city-wide high of 35.8 per cent. With particular 

relevance for the SJAM, the neighbourhoods of West Centretown and Hintonberg-

Mechanicsville – both in very close proximity to the SJAM -  have 25.4 per cent and 22 per cent 

of their populations living in low income respectively, indicating that they are certainly not 

among Ottawa’s richer neighbourhoods and that many of their residents face considerable 

economic challenges. Additional neighbourhoods in close proximity to the SJAM include 

Westboro (12 per cent in low income) and Wellington Village (five per cent in low income). 
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Finally, according to an extensive survey conducted in 2011, the more general part of the 

city located adjacent to the SJAM is a district featuring relatively low levels of car ownership. 

According to the gathered data, 26 per cent of the households in the Ottawa West district (which, 

roughly, includes most of the neighbourhoods bordering the SJAM) do not have access to 

vehicles, while 41 per cent of the households in Ottawa’s Inner Area (the remaining district 

which includes a portion bordering the SJAM) do not have access to vehicles (R.A. Malatest and 

Associates Ltd., 2013). Overall, the accessibility of the SJAM by means other than vehicles as 

highlighted in the survey results suggests its strong advantages from a social equity perspective. 

Environmental benefits 
The fact that the SJAM is frequently accessed by active transportation and public transit also 

suggests considerable environmental benefits. The addition of the SJAM clearly constitutes an 

opportunity for winter recreation and access to nature that did not exist in the past, meaning that 

many people who previously may have been required to drive their cars in order to find suitable 

facilities for activities such as cross-country skiing and snowshoeing may now do so using 

environmentally friendly modes. Furthermore, to the extent that the SJAM may be used as a 

corridor for active commuting (as mentioned earlier, with some survey participants already using 

it this way) the facility may contribute to additional reductions in emissions via the associated 

reductions in automobile commuting.  

The environmental benefits of increasing the share of transportation by active modes and 

public transit are well recognized and the subject of considerable attention. Passenger 

transportation in Canada (light trucks and cars) accounted for roughly 10 per cent of greenhouse 

gas emissions in Canada in 2015 (Government of Canada, 2017). Decades of improvements in 

fuel efficiency have not been enough to reduce passenger transportation emissions overall, with 

these having grown by 17 per cent relative to 1990 (Government of Canada, 2017). As outlined 

by organizations such as Transport Canada (2011), reducing the share of passenger car 

transportation is an obvious and promising strategy for reducing greenhouse gas and other 

harmful emissions. In fact, according to a recent comprehensive study, a global effort (including 

by Canada) to shift transportation to non-car modes with particular emphasis on cycling has the 

potential to reduce urban passenger transport carbon dioxide emissions by 50 per cent relative to 

what is predicted for 2050  by current trends (Mason, Fulton, & McDonald, 2015).  

Vehicle emissions, in addition to damaging the environment, are also very damaging for 

health. If fact, breathing polluted air was estimated to result in 21 000 premature deaths each year 

in Canada, with an associated annual economic cost of $8 billion (Canadian Medical Association, 

2008). Quite clearly, the development of the SJAM should be viewed positively with respect to 

environmental protection. 

Mental health and well-being 
One aspect of the SJAM that is particularly unique is that it occupies a scenic and natural area in 

the heart of a major urban centre. Interestingly, the SJAM survey results included the finding that 

with respect to purposes served, almost 40 per cent of participants indicated that they used the 

SJAM “as a means of accessing the Ottawa River during the winter”. While research concerning 

the health benefits of recreational facilities like the SJAM tends to focus on benefits related to 

physical activity, an emerging body of literature (Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown, & St Leger, 

2006; White, Pahl, Wheeler, Depledge, & Fleming, 2017) suggests that leaving aside the 

particular activities that accessible natural areas facilitate aside, the mere fact of being able to 
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regularly visit natural areas appears positive for health and well-being, particularly with respect 

to mental health.  

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to offer a thorough review of the empirical 

evidence concerning the links between contact with nature and well-being, some pertinent 

examples may be discussed. A recent noteworthy paper (White et al., 2017) for instance, reports 

on evidence from a survey conducted with a sample of more than 7000 people considered 

representative of England’s urban and peri-urban environments. The study aimed to explore the 

relationships between exposure to natural environments and subjective well-being. The specific 

types of exposure included ‘neighbourhood nature’ (the percentage of the local area categorized 

as green or blue natural space), ‘visit frequency’ (frequency of recreational visits over the last 12 

months), and ‘specific visits’ (whether individuals had visited nature yesterday). These exposures 

were evaluated in relation to subjective measures of life satisfaction, meaningful/worthwhile 

activities, and happiness/anxiety on the preceding day.  

 Having controlled for area and individual-level socio-demographic factors and other 

aspects of subjective well-being, among the study’s findings were that visiting nature on the 

previous day was associated with higher levels of happiness on that day and that higher frequency 

of visits was associated with a stronger sense of life being worthwhile.  

More broadly, (Maller et al., 2006), provide an overview of the evidence concerning the 

benefits of contact with nature in park environments for people living in urban areas. Two main 

avenues for benefits are discussed, these being those associated with “viewing natural scenes” 

and with “being in natural environments”. Regarding the former, the authors point to studies 

(Kaplan, 1992; Leather, Pyrgas, Beale, & Lawrence, 1998; Lewis, 1996) which indicate overall 

that “seeing nature is an effective means of relieving stress and well-being” (p. 47). With respect 

to the latter, again noting specific studies (e.g., Moore (1981), Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) and 

Hartig (1991)) the authors state that “empirical, theoretical and anecdotal evidence demonstrates 

that contact with nature positively impacts blood pressure, cholesterol, outlook on life, and stress 

reduction” (p.49). The authors conclude that while the extent to which contact with nature can 

improve health and well-being is in need of further investigation, the overall strength of the 

evidence is “sufficient to warrant ‘contact with nature’ within population health strategies and for 

parks to be considered a fundamental health resource in disease prevention for urban populations 

worldwide” (Maller et al., 2006, p. 49). 

 While the evidence concerning the relationships between contact with nature and well-

being may still be considered emerging, the literature which does exist would certainly suggest 

that the development of initiatives such as the SJAM should be encouraged.  

Conclusion 
The SJAM survey results highlight its numerous attributes from the perspectives of health, well-

being, and environmental sustainability. These include its proximity to many residents, its 

accessibility via non-car modes of transportation, and its suitability for a wide range of activities 

and purposes.  

 Considering the major features of the SJAM with reference to scholarly literature and 

additional evidence, several particular advantages of the facility become clear. These include the 

likelihood of it contributing to elevated levels of physical activity, strengthened well-being, 

improved equity in access to recreation and nature, and reduced environmental damage. 
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 The SJAM is a low-cost initiative that makes public natural space that was previously 

underused during the winter months a highly accessible and appealing venue for physical activity 

and contact with nature. Its evidently strong overall benefits for the residents of the City of 

Ottawa and the surrounding area are deserving of considerable recognition, attention and support. 

In particular, the SJAM may logically serve as a model for similar efforts to make public natural 

space appealing and accessible during winter months in the National Capital Region and beyond.

1 There were 407 responses to the postal code question in the survey. After cleaning the file 399 responses remained. In order to map locations of 

the individual respondents the postal codes were transformed to longitude and latitude. This transformation was done by converting the postal 

codes into longitude and latitude using an Internet program entitled “Geocoder.” There is a small error included in the conversion of the last three 

characters of the postal to longitude/latitude points since the six character postal codes are not based on area. We assume the location error is 

within a city block. Then four access points along the SJAM trail were digitized, recording their individual longitude and latitude. These points 

were on the west side of the War Museum, Parkland/Tunney's Pasture, Island Park/Champlain Bridge and Westboro Beach (see location map of 

the SJAM trail and the four access points-fig. 2).The analysis was performed with computer code written in R * (using the geosphere package) to 
calculate all combinations of the linear Euclidean distance from the location of the individual's longitude/latitude to the four access points along 

the SJAM trail.  Upon inspection of the calculated distances three locations were removed since the distances were greater than 150km away. 

These locations were deemed not relevant to the study; therefore the final data set of distances was N=396.   
 

Obvious limitations include: 1.) It is distance not time that is measured to the access points and 2.) the distance is straight line distance (as the 

crow flies) and not metropolitan distance; i.e., distance that would follow along street blocks. 
 

* R Core Team (2017). R: A language and environment for statistical computing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria. 

Version 3.4.2 URL https://www.R-project.org/ and RStudio 
Version 1.1.383 – © 2009-2017 RStudio, Inc. 

 

                                                           

https://www.r-project.org/
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