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6.10 Recreation in the forest

Marcel Hunziker, Eike von Lindern, Nicole Bauer, Jacqueline Frick

 > The forest is a popular place for recreation and leisure; this has not changed since the Forest Report 2005.

 > Those who go into the forest value it the way it is and can really relax and recuperate there.

 > As stated in the Forest Report 2005, this great popularity can cause problems. This is particularly so near 

cities and towns, where many people go to the forest. They feel disturbed by the others in the forest  

also seeking recreation. This has become even more of a problem since the last Forest Report in 2005.

 > Conflicts among those visiting the forest and between recreation and nature conservation can usually be 

mitigated through steering and informative measures and through persuasion.

Reasons for visiting the forest

Basically, anyone can go to the Swiss forests – whenever and 
wherever they want. This right is laid down in the Swiss Civil 
Code (Zivilgesetzbuch, ZGB). Since Switzerland has a large 
forest area and much of it is close to where people live, the 
forest is the most important near-natural recreational area. 
This can be seen in the frequency with which it is visited, as a 
survey conducted by WSL and FOEN in 2010 (cf. box) shows. 
In summer, respondents visited the forest once or twice a week 
on average, but in winter only once or twice a month. These 
figures have remained almost the same since 1997, obviously 
when the first survey was conducted (Fig. 6.10.1). These days, 
many have less time to spend visiting the forest, but they still 
go there regularly. One of the main reasons for this is that 

they need increasingly less time to get there because resi-
dential areas are moving closer to the forest edge. More than 
69 per cent of respondents take less than 10 minutes to reach 
the forest. Walking is the most frequent and popular way to 
get there. 

Why do people visit the forest? The most important rea-
sons given are their desires to experience nature and to keep fit 
(Fig. 6.10.2), as their activities indicate. They most enjoy going 
for a walk or hike and doing sports, followed by ‘just being 
there’, and observing nature. This has not changed since 1997. 
In comparison, the types of activities forest visitors engage in 
have become more varied.

What do people like about the forest? It seems it is mainly 
its variety and the way it activates different senses. If the forest 
also has a small stream or lake, then human aesthetic needs 
can be fully met. What infrastructure there is in the forest is of 
very little importance, even if some of the visitors would like 
a bench or two more to sit on. Certain infrastructure facilities 
are even disliked, for example, forest roads, bike trails and 
adventure rope parks (Seilparks). The way people judge these 
facilities depends, however, greatly on the interests of those 
being questioned. The forests’ natural properties are positively 
judged, even if monocultures, undergrowth and a high level 
of deadwood negatively influence how the landscape is expe-
rienced.

Satisfaction and conflicts

Most of those questioned are very satisfied with their visits 
to the forest and feel more relaxed afterwards than they did 
before. This is generally independent of the quality of the for-
est and even disturbances do not change their opinion. How-
ever, forest visitors do tend to feel more disturbed now than 
they used to. In 1997, 18 per cent of those asked said that they 
felt disturbed in the forests, while by 2010 this number had 

Fig. 6.10.1  The frequency of forest visits in 1997 (WaMos 1) 
and 2010 (WaMos 2). Source: Hunziker et al. 2012
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already risen to 27 per cent, with twice the number of reasons, 
on average, given. This change can be attributed to the grow-
ing population, with a comparable increase in the number of 
visitors in the forests close to residential areas, and the greater 
variety of activities people engage in when in the forest.  
People may, also, have become more sensitive to disturbances, 
in particular to new activities such as mountain biking, whose 
legitimacy many respondents questioned. The most important 
sources of disturbance, however, remained the same as in 1997 
and 2010, namely biking and mountain bike riding, as well as 
dogs and noise. Other causes of disturbance are, in compari-
son, negligible, and even restrictions due to wood harvesting 
are not considered disruptive.

Conflicts occur not only between the people looking for 
recreation, but also between forest visitors and the natural 
environment (Baur 2003). Wild animals, in particular, are 
disturbed by the many people visiting the forest. This is why 
several institutions have developed and implemented measures 
to guide forest visitors. One example of this is the campaign 

of FOEN and the Swiss Alpine Club SAC ‘Respect to Pro-
tect’ (Respektiere Deine Grenzen). These measures – and the 
corresponding information provided – should convince forest 
visitors that it is important to be considerate to wild animals 
and to adapt their behaviour accordingly (Immoos and Hun-
ziker 2014). The same is true of measures intended to mitigate 
conflicts between different types of recreation. Mutual toler-
ance can be greatly increased by separating the infrastructure 
needed or by providing information and convincing those 
involved (Freuler 2008; Hunziker et al. 2011).

Measures to guide visitors are thus important for recon-
ciling free access to the forests and its recreational use with 
the other forest functions. This guidance has, however, to 
be kept in proportion so that the existing right to free forest 
access is not curbed. The most promising approach here is to 
encourage people to believe that they should not only consider 
their own freedom but also that of others.

Fig. 6.10.2  The most important reasons for visiting the forest  
in 2010. Source: Hunziker et al. 2012
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a)  Doing something for health
b)  Doing sports
c)  Being alone
d)  Spending time with family/friends

e)  Enjoyment, friends & fun
f)  Experiencing nature
g)  Enjoying some fresh air
h) Getting away from day-to-day routine

Box: ‘Socio-Cultural Forest Monitoring’ WaMos

‘Socio-Cultural Forest Monitoring’ is a periodic survey of the Swiss 
population about their relationship with the forest. The survey is detailed, 
ranging from attitudes to the environment to prioritising the forest func- 
tions, to views on the development of forest areas, forest health and  
on wood purchasing behaviour. Important aspects are recreation in the 
forest and forest preferences. The survey was completed for the first  
time in 1997 (SAEFL 1999), and for the second and currently last time  
in 2010 (Hunziker et al. 2012; FOEN und WSL 2013).




