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The open-air is the real objective of Scouting and the key to its success. 

Lord Baden-Powell, Founder of the Scout Movement  

 

 

Introduction 

 

The beginning of the 20
th

 century witnessed social-economical problems, some of which very 

similar to those we can observe in the modern societies, for example, unemployment and 

uncertainty regarding the future. 

 

In fact, it is also during this time that Baden-Powell, who had recently arrived in England, meets a 

boy named Daniel, “one of the many Daniels whom, at that time” (Flor de Lis, 1991, January), had 

left school and wanted to work. According to what B.-P. said at the time, he would be “a soon 

candidate to fatigue and sadness”. He believes that the society of then is headed towards 

destruction and that “is raising beaten and enslaved young men”, turning them, like Daniel, into 

angry, intolerant and unhappy people. This meeting and the numerous experiences (eg. the 1st camp 

in Brownsea Island) he had had with young rebel and aggressive soldiers impel him to create 

“Scouting for Boys” (1908), book published in fascicles, which is still today the Scouting Manual.  

 

Scouting for Boys would be a way to broaden their horizons, turning them into sportsmen, pioneers, 

explorers, adventurers. It is the adventure of the human imagination, yet controlled by the rules of 

the game. Baden-Powell had the idea of creating an educational method for that youth, not only due 

to the social conditions he had found, but also due to his travels, where he had contact with great 

thinkers of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, such as Nietszche, Freud, Lenine, Bergson, Einstein, 

Marconi, Blériot, the Lumiere brothers, Montessouri and others. 

 

These travels allowed him to develop a teaching method based on the New School method, having 

himself been responsible for some innovation in the educational field: the non-directivity (later on 



defended by Carl Rogers), the group work, which he called Patrol System and the Game as a 

fundamental learning strategy. 

 

In Portugal, The Portuguese Catholic Scout Association was founded on the 27
th

 of May of 1923, in 

Braga. At that first decade, it was mainly sought to legalize and organize the association, having 

been created the official organ, Flor-de-lis, and organized the two first National Camping. 

 

With the 25
th

 of April of 1974, the Association started to elect its own organs. The first National 

Board was elected through voting. New statutory regulations are approved and, through these, girls 

could join, allowing Coeducation. 

 

Annually, it grants over twenty thousand hours of activities (including open air activities and 

leaders and adults’ trainings). 

 

Among the great number of actions the more than 1000 Groups take locally, we highlight the 

environmental education and nature conservation (fire surveillance, tree plantation, recycling 

campaigns, “Blue Flag of Europe”, studies in endangered areas, “Coast-Watch”, “Cleaning the 

World. Cleaning Portugal”), raising awareness to the conservation of historical and cultural 

properties (mapping windmills and ovens, cleaning monuments), the social-educational activities 

(music, folk dances, amateur radio operation, among others), practicing sports and the open air 

living (camping, speleology, mountaineering, kayaking, sailing, windsurfing, biking), solidarity and 

social service activities (working in homes and hospitals, first-aid, cooperating with civilian 

authorities institutions, fire departments, “Socorros a Náufragos” (Rescue Service)), integrating 

young handicapped people, community service actions, exchange and international cooperation, in a 

dynamic of Education for Peace. 

 

CNE associates are divided in over 1000 Groups, supported by regional animation structures, 

coordination and training in all districts and autonomous regions. About twelve thousand adult 

leaders (data from the 2009 census) give it their free time, as volunteers, in tasks of educational and 

management animation; of these, around 50% are less than 30 years old and around 60% are less 

than 35 years old. 

 

 

 



Contact with Nature 

Contact with Nature is a way of educating children, teenagers and young people it is, in fact, a 

characteristic of Scouting and one of the key elements of the scouting method. For each scout, 

Nature assumes itself as the privileged area for to act, constituting the space for development, not 

only physical, but also social and an opportunity for growth and “development of the critic 

conscience” (page 51, Leader Manual – Pilot Phase, 2008). 

The Scout law, magna carta of the scout duties, states in its 6
th

 Law – The Scout protects plants and 

animals. A good Scout is the one that appreciates and preserves Nature, using it only as far as its 

survival is concerned. 

Baden Powell stated that “The woods are, at the same time, a lab, a club and a temple”. Labs 

because it allows experiencing activities which will allow them later on to apply and experience in 

the community where they are inserted. (I.e. waste separation and recycling).  

These and other examples will promote citizenship and the notion of individual responsibility. It 

will allow them, ultimately, to acquire concepts, such as sustainable development. 

Campaign appears as the experiencing space as a club, because it allows them to confront with a 

less comfortable space, leading scouts to overcome their difficulties, experiencing elementary social 

rules. 

Nature is yet a temple, “a space for contemplation and dazzling”. Open air constitutes the right 

environment for the sensorial development, appeals to activation of all senses and the own persons 

nature. 

If Nature revealed itself to the youth of the beginning of the 20
th

 century, it remains as well 

attractive to the youth of the 21
st
 century. The new information technologies not only determined 

social changes in the work environments, but also revealed an important change of habits in our 

children and young people. 

The game area has progressively been reduced by players to a few square feet, where there is 

usually a computer or a videogame, these being increased by a clearly bigger protection from their 

parents. This change in the educators’ behavior will progressively determine the absence of natural 

spaces in the daily life of our children and young people. 

 

 



Regulating access to the natural space 

Portugal is characterized as being a country in the Southern Europe, with a Mediterranean climate 

and warm and dry summers; feature that jeopardizes around 30% of its national territory – the 

forests. If we observe the fires’ evolution in the past years we quickly understand the need of 

preserving and keeping all the natural spaces, highlighting that in 2009 the burnt area was recorded 

as being 10% of the Portuguese State’s total area, which reveals a diminish comparing to earlier 

years. 

It were not just the forest fires that were included in the forest and environment protection national 

political agenda, but also a serious bet in the renewable energies, a concern with its own spaces’ 

management and territory ordainment, among other signs that point that the Portuguese 

Government is pursuing measures to increase its environmental awareness, to reduce the human 

activities impact and to search for a sustainable development, but always with a certain investment 

associated to it. 

One of the instruments usually used to determine the ways of relationships among individuals and 

the use of public resources, is experienced through productive legislation, being that the laws 

created intend to achieve effects on the citizens’ and communities’ daily activities, as well as 

determine its individuals’ obligations and duties. By its universal and abstract nature, all legal 

diplomas are published with the intention of producing effects on a population and not specifically 

on an individual. 

Although the rules are desirable to maintain similar and equivalent social relations among all 

individuals, it’s the legal obligations’ mission to constitute a social identity with rules. 

Relating to this study, it matters to understand which rules are produced and applied in the 

Portuguese territory and which real implications came to impose on the access to the natural areas 

and forest spaces, in the specific case of the Scouting regular practice. 

Analysis of the Portuguese legislation 

To execute our approach it was necessary to identify some fundamental diplomas which effectively 

produced direct or indirect effects on the Scouting regular practice, in this case, mainly on our 

activities developed in natural spaces. 

All the legislative practice came to determine some changes to the daily activities precisely on the 

eaves of the 21st century, in 1999, after a period marked by the mass destruction of forests, mainly 

due to large scale forest fires. These forest fires not only compromised the maintenance of species 



existent in our country, but also due to the severity and proximity to urban areas, jeopardized urban 

areas, properties and people. 

The first decade of the 21st century is decisive to the big legislative options, looking to protect the 

wooden surfaces, being published the diplomas related to the territory ordainment, constituting the 

beginning of the “Planos Directores Municipais” (City Directory Plans), transmitting powers to the 

cities in various domains of licensing and information – mainly on the licensing of occasional 

camps and the prohibition of building fires in wooden and forest spaces. 

In a chronological analysis of the legislative publishing, we can see a legal frame built piece by 

piece, in scattered diplomas, but that producing effects created real barriers to Scouting. 

The Law Decree 264/2002, of November 25
th

, regulated afterwards by the 310/2002, of December 

18
th

, established a set of competences for the local organisms, namely the cities, where the licensing 

of Occasional Camps included. The City Authorities are delegated to license these practices within 

their territorial area, as well as define its rules, which created divergent points of view; if in some 

cities the licensing is fast and free; in other observed cases it’s extremely slow and very expensive. 

On the other hand, the Scouting practice has fire as an instrumental figure, not only by its ability to 

exemplify the different prevention and protection rules, as its controlled use to cook, warm and 

gather groups. This practice was fully prohibited by the Decree 124/2006, of June 28
th

, which 

established an annual period in which all and any way of building fires was prohibited in the 

woodlands, as well as “burnouts” and common practices until then. 

In the fire chapter we can refer that we have made some progress, given that on the 14
th

 of January 

of 2009, through the publishing of the Decree 17/2009, it was acknowledged and consecrated the 

possibility of using this teaching tool by the scouting associations. Yet, still today, about a year and 

a half after this diploma was published, we await for its regulation. Although the focus of attention 

of all these diplomas was the protection of nearly 30% of the national territory. The way found to its 

preservation was precisely placing restrictions to individuals and limit the access to formal groups, 

interested in learning with Nature and amidst the natural space. The CNE’s education program 

entails exploration activities of the natural resources, minimizing the human presence’s impact and 

preserving the habitats in where it passes. 

Camping, biking raids, climbing, mountaineering, river descents and other ways of exploring and 

knowing the best things in Nature, not only allows children and young people that attend the 

activities organized by the nearly 1300 local units to become aware of their roles of defenders of a 



common value – Nature – aware that their action must be lived in a way to preserve it and conduct 

their activities in a sustainable way, avoiding degrading this common good. 

Although the objective of protecting this country’s asset has been somewhat protected by 

publishing these diplomas, they have produced restraining effects on the Scouting regular practice. 

Learning through action, in direct contact with Nature, has promoted significant educational gains, 

such as the acquisition of abilities which enriches the children and young people’s motor skills, 

develops a preservation and environment defense program, but mainly the presence of scouts in the 

woodlands’ areas, may be a means of, not only alerting for the occurrence of fires, but also as a 

deterrent element to the practice of arson and other ways of destroying the natural spaces. 

But, the legislative production came to raise obstacles to the conduction of activities amidst 

Portuguese forests and woodlands, having these areas protected through the withdrawal of citizens. 

One of the main implications was the increase in bureaucracy and the creation of fees to obtain 

licenses for various activities, thus increasing the amount of effort and time spent to organize an 

activity, thought and organized by volunteers. This situation might have serious implications in a 

near future, when it will be ever harder to have access to the forest for a simple fauna e flora 

observation walk, where the financial and bureaucratic efforts will overcome the educational gains 

for a passage through natural environment, jeopardizing an already centennial activity, which 

helped shape several generations of citizens aware of their social role. 

As scouts, we believe not only in our educational mission, to promote values of respect for our 

fellow men, the greater good and everything around us, but we also believe that, as citizens, we 

must respect the ruling tools of the society’s behavior – serving as a warning sing to situations such 

as this one, which greatly makes it difficult for us to achieve activities to help educate our next 

generations, of preparing for them a direct contact with Nature and experiment living in close 

contact with it. 

We have to say that, in spite of the difficulties observed, we see some recent changes which, to a 

certain extent, seem to begin and start to break this practice. The republishing of the fire law, 

through the Decree 19/2009, of January 14th, came to consecrate the exception for organisms 

connected to the World Scout Organization, sending the matter to the specific legislation, which 

characterizes the legal conditions to form Juvenile Associations; however waiting the publishing of 

a regulation for this specific situation. Although it’s not currently a concrete reality, we hope that 

this might be a first step to make the legislators aware of this, bound to return the natural space to 

everyone that wishes to develop learning trips into it, respecting its specificity. 



We know that, when it comes to occasional camps, there are several adjacent social questions, but 

we keep on believing the depriving a young person to overcome his fear of the unknown, of 

improvising a place to spend the night, to bathe in a river and even using natural resources in a 

sustainable way, is to deny knowledge and legacy of several prior generations. We can almost 

compare the action of prohibiting access to a few nights with the open air to the denial of a growth 

experiment as a person integrated in a group seeking to live under the same ideals. 

Conclusion 

In an educational program as the Scouting one, Nature assumes a fundamental role, for learning 

through action needs a setting to happen and the natural space possesses ideal characteristics, allows 

small groups to overcome the challenges that the modern society imposes. Through exploration and 

Nature knowledge activities, our scouts not only look for a healthy lifestyle, contrary to a sedentary 

life, individualism and super-protectionism imposed by an insecure and risk averse society. 

Through walks, climbs, biking Tours, nautical activities and experiencing life in a camp, young 

people value the existent creation all around them, usually covered by cement and the city’s big 

constructions. You would be surprised if we told you how many young people had simply never 

stopped to watch a stared sky with a full moon, a chip in a bird’s nest or ever even seen a wild 

animal’s paw print. But surely you are aware that one cannot stand up for what in fact doesn’t 

know, cannot understand why he should protect the preservation of big natural areas, if he had 

never enjoyed its riches. The modern society actually hands the “Corpo Nacional de Escutas”’s 

activities around 60000 children and young people, for them to grow integrated in an educational 

program which intends them to live educational experiences that help them grow as active citizens, 

ready to make the difference in their local communities. These young people wait eagerly for their 

chance to live in the outdoors, to learn how to overcome their difficulties and limitations and that 

allows them above all to have fun while growing up. 

We cannot neglect the fact that in the 21
st
 century, the notion of security is very different from the 

recent past. Today, violent crimes and the sense of insecurity are ever more present in the lives of 

the families, which seek to protect their young 24 hours a day. The syndrome of the imprisoned 

child comes precisely from the super-protectionism, by neglecting the contact with Nature, with the 

open air and the practice of activities in a field which increases the possibility of learning motor 

skills and fundamental to the symbolic game, places serious obstacles to the health of the future 

generations. They will be adults unaware of their bodies’ functional abilities, with poor motor 

learning skills and whose abilities to manage risk and self-protect will be severely limited. 



The fact that young people get tired with the weight of a backpack, of discovering where to set their 

tent, the cares they must have when handling fire, built to cook, and to gather, are not dangers to the 

modern communities, these are educational opportunities, rich in information and experiences 

which will strengthen the individuals’ character and that will make them fully aware of the world 

around them, of their real capabilities and, mainly, of their actions. 

Nature, ever more inaccessible, is still the stage for the society’s evolution, with sights centered in 

the future and the presence of the former knowledge, thus constituting a set of values that allows 

existence of men and women with character in the modern societies. 

Nature must indeed be preserved, but must not be withdrawn from Man, otherwise he might cease 

to attribute it the true informal school value. 

 

 

 

“Scouting is a movement whose purpose is to educate 

the next generation as being useful and with broad views. We 

intend to form Men and Women who know how to decide for 

themselves, bearers of three fundamental gifts: Health, 

Happiness and Spirit of Service”. 

Baden-Powell 

Scouting Founder 
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