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It’s been an exciting time for Mood Walks! We continue to hear positive 

feedback from groups, and have included some of those remarks in this issue. 

The CMHA Elgin group was interviewed by Kerry McKee of CBC Radio for 

the August 13 edition of Ontario Morning (listen to the podcast at cbc.ca). 

In addition, Mood Walks is being profiled as an innovative, evidence-based 

initiative on the Evidence Exchange Network (eenet.ca). 

Our partners from Hike Ontario hiking clubs have been very busy providing 

training sessions; read on, to learn about training opportunities! Also 

contained in this issue are interviews with Farah Mawani, who is facilitating 

the development of peer-run walking groups in Toronto’s Regent Park, and  

Jill Hodgson, a student of ecopsychology. Finally, we have some signs of fall 

to look for out on the trail, as well as healthy-eating tips for hikers.

Have a great September!

http://cbc.ca
http://eenet.ca
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What We’ve Heard from You!

“Out of about 130 hikes I have led in the 

past 10 years, these hikes with Homewood 

participants have been the most satisfying 

hiking experiences of all. Participants find 

nature uplifting, and sharing it with others 

rewarding. There is lots of mutual support 

through rubbing shoulders on a hike, in 

overcoming minor obstacles, in pointing out 

features of interest, and in communicating 

about other hiking opportunities. Participants 

are effusive in their thanks at the end of 

the hike, and also about what they see or 

hear during the hike — the sense of wonder 

is a delight to see. Some clients share fond 

memories of hikes in exotic locales in the 

past, such as the Rockies, the Alps, and the 

Caribbean. I hope participants will create 

more happy hiking memories by carrying on 

with local hikes in the future.”

 Bill Mungall is the Past President of the Guelph Hiking Trail Club.

“I can’t say enough positive things about  

our hiker instructors Wendy Hoernig and 

Ethel-Mae Seaman [members of the Maitland 

Trail Association]. It has been a pleasure 

working with them and the other hike-

club members they have introduced to the 

group. Our clients have had some amazing 

experiences, and I have also thoroughly 

enjoyed it. It is a great opportunity for clients 

and staff to learn more about mental health 

and hiking. Prior to Mood Walks, we started 

going for short walks around the block. 

The knowledge that Ethel-Mae and Wendy 

have shared has been very beneficial. Some 

clients weren’t aware of some of the trails 

we have visited, and I grew up in the area 

and did not know some of the history. I feel 

very fortunate to be part of this program, 

and to have met Wendy, Ethel-Mae and the 

people they have connected us with. We will 

continue to reap the benefits of the trails 

and the knowledge we have gained.”

Lynn Higgs is the Clinical Lead for the Community Psychiatric 

Service at Alexandra Marine and General Hospital in Goderich.

We enjoy hearing feedback from those of you involved with Mood Walks 
groups — here is a sampling of what we have heard. To share about your  
Mood Walks experience, email info@moodwalks.ca. 

mailto:info%40moodwalks.ca?subject=
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Hike Ontario  
Training Opportunities 

For example, a Safe Hiker Instructor course, 
which prepares individuals to provide 
Safe Hiker training, was offered July 24 in 
Penetanguishene. Participants included 
staff members from the Waypoint Centre 
for Mental Health Care, some of whom are 
involved in Waypoint’s Mood Walks group. 
Here is some feedback from participants:

n  “Good use of personal experience, very 
informative and comfortable with presenting.”

n  “I was amazed by the organization and 
tools available to us! Great!”

n  “Enjoyed instructors’ examples and stories 
of our own experiences.”

n  “Excellent course!! Highly recommended.”

n  “Wonderful job. Nice work targeting 
teaching to Mood Walks participants.”

On August 12, a Certified Hike Leader course 
was offered in North Bay. Participants 
included members of organizations who are 
part of the Lived Experience and Recovery 
Network in the northeast part of Ontario, 
many of whom are involved with Mood 
Walks groups. Certified Hike Leader training 
prepares experienced hikers to lead organized 
hikes and walks in Ontario.

Take advantage of these excellent learning 
opportunities! To find out more about Hike 
Ontario training opportunities, or to express 
your interest in a training session, please visit 
hikeontario.com or email info@moodwalks.ca.

As you know, Hike Ontario’s Safe Hiker training is being provided to all Mood Walks 

participants. Did you know there may be other Hike Ontario training opportunities for you,  

as a Mood Walks facilitator or participant? Mood Walks funding may be available to cover  

the cost of training, and Hike Ontario may be able to arrange a training session in your area.

http://www.hikeontario.com
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Building Roads Together:  
Peer Walking Groups for Wellness
An Interview with Farah Mawani 
By Andrea Town

I was thrilled to spend time with Farah Mawani, founder of Farahway Global, to discuss her 

latest project, Building Roads Together. Building Roads Together was created and designed by 

Farah on the basis of her professional and personal experience. The project is a partnership of 

Farahway Global and Houselink, funded by the City of Toronto. The project’s first phase trains 

and supports Regent Park residents to start peer-led walking groups. Regent Park is Canada’s 

oldest and largest social housing project, and is currently undergoing a major revitalization. 

Here are some highlights from my conversation with Farah. 

Walking the streets of Regent Park in Toronto Photo: Sureya Ibrahim, Community Engagement Worker,  
 Daniels Centre of Learning 
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Andrea: Let’s start by hearing a 

bit about your personal story 

and how walking has affected  

your life.

Farah: A very close friend of mine, 

Josh Fattal, was captured while 

hiking by the Iranian regime and 

held hostage for more than two 

years. Through Josh’s experience, 

I struggled with my own trauma 

symptoms and found it very 

difficult to take care of myself 

and walk to promote my own 

mental health. I was struggling 

due to low motivation and low 

energy associated with depressive 

symptoms, but I also had anxiety 

symptoms. The thing that would 

get me out was if I had made a 

commitment to other people to 

be somewhere. It occurred to me 

that I was likely not alone in that 

experience, and it would great to 

create a project that addressed 

the barriers that people with 

mental health issues have to 

engaging in physical activity.

A: Perhaps you can tell us a 

little more about what Building 

Roads Together is all about.

F: The main goal of the project 

has been to design training 

for people to start and lead 

peer walking groups for their 

own mental health, focusing 

on two key elements: the 

practical things to consider in 

organizing a walking group, and 

communication. I wanted to 

ensure that the groups would 

allow participants to provide 

emotional and social support to 

each other. 

The idea for the project came 

to me as I was witnessing the 

revitalization process in Regent 

Park, and seeing both the 

positive developments and the 

challenges people are facing: 

homes where people had lived for 

years are being demolished, and 

the community is in transition. 

I thought it would be powerful 

to promote mental health by 

having people walk through 

the neighbourhood and stay 

connected to the changes, and to 

do so with a peer support group. 

Peer walking groups present a 

perfect opportunity for people to 

connect with each other at a time 

when they’re feeling less and less 

like they know the community 

and the people living in it.

A: Why did you choose the 

peer support model for these 

groups?

F: I think there’s so much power 

in having an opportunity to build 

relationships with people who 

share an experience of yours. For 

me, the most powerful thing that 

enabled me to survive the trauma 

of my friend being held captive 

was to connect with other people 

who were sharing the same 

experience — Josh’s family and 

friends. I also wanted to give 

people the message that they can 

all be leaders. There is one very 

powerful example that I think of: 

one woman said, “I think I can 

do this.” And she very quickly 

got a group, who didn’t all know 

each other before the workshop 

series started, to start a shared 

community garden plot, and  

they are going to have a walking 

group too.

A: Maybe you could say a little 

bit about the health benefits 

of accessing nature, as well as 

the challenges, particularly for 

people who live in urban centres.

F: There’s growing evidence of the 

significant effect of the natural 

environment on mental health, 

and I’ve always been aware of 

nature’s benefits from my own 

personal experience. This project 

focuses on urban walks because 

I wanted to communicate that 

you can be physically active 

literally by walking out your 

door; it doesn’t have to be 

more complicated than that. 

However, the first walk that I 

did with workshop participants 

was around the Regent Park 

neighbourhood, and instantly 

people started to ask to go to 

natural environments. They talked 
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about the impact the natural 

environment has on their mental 

health, how water is calming, how 

having their bare feet in the grass 

is healing (no matter how big the 

patch of grass is). Based on that 

feedback, we began introducing 

people to natural environments 

within a 15-minute walk — many 

people didn’t know of these areas. 

In Regent Park in particular, lack 

of resources can be a big barrier, 

so it’s important to be able to go 

places where you don’t need a car 

and don’t have to pay to get in. 

We had picnics as part of some 

workshops, with fairly simple, 

low-cost food, and people talked 

about how it tasted better eating 

outside. For me, it seemed a very 

simple idea that had a profound 

effect on people.

A: I have walked with the “Walk 

the Talk” group that evolved 

from the project. Could you say 

a little bit about that group?

The project has involved 

developing and facilitating a 

series of training sessions in 

collaboration with a number of 

different organizations. What 

emerged is a walking group 

for staff of the organizations 

who have collaborated on the 

project, as well as staff of other 

organizations that are interested 

in building on it. For me that’s 

really an important part of the 

project — not just telling other 

people what to do, but actually 

doing it. I think modelling the 

activity, while also taking care 

of ourselves and building and 

maintaining relationships among 

ourselves as we do this kind of 

work, is a very powerful thing. ✿

To learn more about Farah Mawani and 

Building Roads Together, please visit 

farahwayglobal.com.

Healthy Eating for Hikers
It’s important to make sure your body is properly fuelled if you are physically active. A good 

plan is to have a small, balanced meal before heading out on a walk. Some tips to keep in mind: 

n Have a small meal 1–3 hours before exercise, such as: 

 •  A serving of oatmeal with nuts 

 •  A slice of toast with peanut butter and some fruit

n Have an easily digested snack 30–90 minutes before exercise. Some ideas include:

 •  A banana

 •  Half a bagel or an English muffin

 •  Yogurt

n Pay attention to what works for you.

 •  Try different foods at different times to see what works best for you — every body is different! 

Being mindful of what you eat before a hike will help you feel your best when out on the trail.

 Source: Dietitians of Canada

http://farahwayglobal.com
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Fall Is on Its Way — Critters Are 
Taking Cues from Nature

When you are on your walks over the next 

two months, you will notice that the trail is 

a lot quieter, as many birds have gone silent: 

robins, red-eyed vireos and eastern wood-

pewees, whom you would hear at dawn and 

dusk or throughout the spring and earlier 

summer day, are not singing anymore. Birds 

are not completely silent, however. They 

are communicating with each other, having 

family discussions about the baby birds 

learning to fly, about finding as much food as 

they can, and keeping an eye on each other 

as they moult from spring plumage to fall 

plumage. There’s lots going on!

All this is signalling the shift for birds to 

get ready for winter, whether that means 

moving south to a temperate zone where 

they can hang out until next spring, or 

staying right where they are and toughing 

out the cold.

Other animals are taking nature’s cues and 

getting ready for winter too, but they don’t 

migrate. Our various species of squirrel will 

be making a huge effort to stockpile pine 

and spruce cones, acorns, black walnuts and 

other types of tree “fruit” to ensure they 

have what they need to get through the 

winter. The red squirrel I unintentionally 

As we move into September, we are already seeing signs of the change of seasons;  
the days, for example, are just that little bit shorter. These natural cues are how we start 
to adjust to a shift from one season to another, with adjustments that are gradual.

By Diana Smyth

Green Frog  
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invited to use my backyard shed has made 

good use of it to store the hundreds of cones 

he diligently transports across the lawn and 

stashes behind plywood boards.

Chipmunks, another furry mammal of the 

rodent family, will soon be preparing to go 

to sleep for pretty much the whole winter. 

They are still out and about, gathering and 

eating as much as they can over the next 

few months before the cold becomes their 

next cue to retreat into their burrows and 

stay underground the entire winter.

Over in wetland ponds, turtles and frogs 

will also take nature’s cues. When the water 

temperatures become just right, they will 

hunker down in the bottom of the pond or 

its banks and wait it out — but how? Well, 

nature is pretty amazing. The turtles will 

essentially breathe from their bums, really!  

A membrane allows the intake of oxygen 

and the release of carbon dioxide. Some 

frogs can freeze themselves just to the point 

that they can still revive. Wow!

So even though we are still in summer,  

and there’s so much yet to enjoy, nature is 

telling our shelled, furry and feathery friends 

to get ready for the change that is on the 

way. But we hikers won’t retreat from winter, 

will we? Where there is a trail, there is a hike, 

year round.

See you out on the trail! ✿

Diana Smyth is the Trail Coordinator of Toronto and Region 

Conservation Authority, Rouge Park, and the Chair of the 

Certification Committee at Hike Ontario.

Photos: Mikal Lawton, Rouge Park Volunteer

Chipmunk 

Baby Snapping Turtle  
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The Emerging Field of  
Ecopsychology
By Andrea Town, based on a conversation with Jill Hodgson

Take a moment to 
think of a recent time 
when you felt calm, 
grounded, and relaxed.

Where were you?

Many of us will conjure up 

a memory of a time spent 

outside — perhaps out on the 

trail, looking out over a lake, or 

enjoying some time in a park. An 

emerging field, ecopsychology, 

recognizes that nature supports 

mental well-being, and uses 

exposure to nature to benefit 

mental health. In ecopsychology, 

connecting with nature is an 

essential part of maintaining 

mental wellness. 

Think of how drastically our 

lives differ from those of our 

ancestors, who spent many hours 

outdoors hunting and gathering, 

or farming the land. Today, many 

of us spend the majority of our 

time indoors, often in front of 

Killarney Provincial Park, Ontario Photo: Jason Hashimoto, jasonhashimotophotography.com 
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computer screens, smartphones, 

or televisions. Some adherents 

of ecopsychology believe 

our growing disconnect from 

nature is contributing to our 

society’s increasing difficulty in 

maintaining mental well-being.

We can learn a lot from nature; 

the rich sensory experience it 

provides can help remind us to 

slow down and be mindful of 

our surroundings. Nature also 

provides us with examples of 

balanced, mutually beneficial 

relationships: consider how trees 

absorb sunlight and water from 

the earth, allowing them to 

create their own energy, while 

releasing oxygen, which supports 

other life forms. Spending time 

in nature can help us learn from 

nature’s wisdom, as well as 

increase our awareness of and 

concern for the natural world.

There is growing evidence that 

simply spending time outdoors 

benefits our mental health. 

However, some of us may wish to 

begin to deepen our connection 

with nature. Here are a few 

suggestions to try out, by yourself 

or with a group:

n  Become aware of how you 

feel when in nature, and how this 

differs from time spent inside. 

Think of ways to ensure you spend 

time in nature on a regular basis.

n  Breathing can be a useful tool 

to connect with nature. Focus 

your awareness on the sensation 

of air entering and leaving your 

body. Consider that fresh air is a 

gift from nature that supports our 

ability to live.

n  Have a friend lead you 

through a natural setting, while 

you close your eyes. Eliminating 

vision, a sense that dominates 

our everyday lives, allows you 

to focus on feedback through 

your other senses, such as smell, 

hearing, and touch. 

Spending time outdoors is an 

accessible way to benefit your 

mental health, with no cost or 

side-effects. Approaching nature 

with an intention to be mindful 

and appreciative may help 

deepen your connection with 

nature. May we all continue to 

benefit from nature’s gifts! ✿

Andrea Town is the Project Manager for 

Mood Walks. 

Jill Hodgson is a Master of Science 

candidate in Applied Ecopsychology  

and an Intensive Case Manager at CMHA 

Champlain East. 

mailto:info%40moodwalks.ca?subject=

