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A good investment and a place 
to live – houses tick both boxes

Figures out today on what has 
happened to house prices dur-
ing 2019 won’t make happy 

reading for all home-owners.  some, 
such as those in Barnstaple, have 
seen the value of their property take 
a tumble through the year while in 
other parts of the region increases 
have been modest at best.  

But overall, property remains a 
pretty good investment, with many 
areas of the country – including our 
own – only now seeing a slowdown 
thanks to spectacular gains in earlier 
years.  The same is true in property 
hotspots like London and the south 
east.  While the bubble has not burst 
it has deflated a little in the past year.  
uncertainty caused in part by Brexit 
and in part by a minority govern-
ment unable to press ahead with leg-
islation will have played a part.  
Those are both now, largely, out of 
the way.  

And in other parts of Britain, 
where property prices have tradi-
tionally lagged behind, the growth 
seen through the last 12 months has 
been spectacular. Working class 
areas, including parts of south Wales 
and the North West, have enjoyed 
significant increases in property 
prices.  in many cases they may have 
been starting from a relatively low 
base but increasing employment 
opportunities and continuing low 
interest rates have helped many to 
get on the property ladder, while 
those who already own their own 
home are seeing it rise in value.

There has been a great deal of con-
cern expressed in recent years that 
rocketing property prices, in part 
driven by a lack of availability, were 
pricing out local people.  And, it is 
true, the gap between earnings and 

the price of even the cheapest home 
still makes it prohibitive for many to 
get onto the property ladder.  More 
starter homes and better schemes to 
give first-time-buyers a helping hand  
are needed to improve affordability.

But it is no surprise that some of 
the areas of the country where prop-
erty prices have seen the biggest 
jumps are working class areas that, 
often for the first time, returned a 
Conservative MP at the December 
12 election.  While Labour aimed its 
campaign at the disenfranchised – 
who clearly need more support – 
their manifesto proved a big turn-off 
for those who have seen their pros-
pects improve through home owner-
ship.  As Labour considers how best 
to more forward, it would do well to 
study these figures on property own-
ership and rising home values.

After the financial difficulties of 
the first decade of the 21st century, 
when many lenders caught a cold, 
getting a mortgage became more dif-
ficult. Although painful and disap-
pointing for many, that was the cor-
rect response. it led to a big jump in 
the private rental sector, but now 
that too has become a tough ask for 
many, as rents soar – often above the 
cost of a mortgage.

There are clearly issues within the 
housing market that need to be 
addressed.  And the challenge to get 
rough sleepers off the streets and 
into accommodation, must be one of 
the priorities for Boris Johnson’s new 
One Nation Conservative govern-
ment.  But home-owning remains – 
quite properly – an aspiration for 
many and has become a reality for 
millions who, thanks to hard work, 
see the value of their investment 
going up.  That is a good thing
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Thought for the day
Matthew 2:11 On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, 
and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and 
presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. 

On this day
1822: Louis Pasteur, chemist and 
bacteriologist, was born in Dole, France.
1831: Admiralty survey ship HMS Beagle, 
with Charles Darwin on board, set out 
from Plymouth on a scientific voyage 
around the world, which led to Darwin 
writing his controversial Origin Of Species.
1901: Marlene Dietrich, German actress 
who starred in The Blue Angel, was born.
1904: The first performance of James 
Barrie’s Peter Pan took place at the Duke 
of York’s theatre in London.
1927: Broadway staged the first 
performance of Show Boat by Jerome 
Kern, at the Ziegfeld Theatre.–
1945: The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) was established in Washington.
1965: The Sea Gem oil rig collapsed in 
the North Sea – 13 died.
1978: Spain became a democracy after 

40 years of dictatorship.
1985: Arab terrorists killed 12 people in 
attacks on El-Al check-in desks at Rome 
and Vienna airports.
ON THIS DAY LAST YEAR: An American 
man became the first person to trek 
across Antarctica alone without any 
assistance in an epic 54-day journey.

Birthdays
Christopher Benjamin, 
 a    ctor, 85;  Janet Street-
Porter,  broadcaster, 73, 
pictured;  Gerard Depardieu,  
actor, 71;  Duncan Ferguson,  former 
footballer, 48;  David Knopfler,  musician, 
67;  Salman Khan,  Bollywood actor, 54; 
 David Dunn,  footballer, 40;  Gilles 
Simon,  French tennis player, 35

without any effort being expended. 
According to the academics, there 
are two kinds of fascination. Hard 
fascination is when attention is held 
by a highly-stimulating activity 
which can often involve technology 
such as watching television or surf-
ing the internet. it is thought these 
activities stimulate the release of 
dopamine and stress hormones 
such as cortisol making them com-
pelling, even addictive, but not par-
ticularly relaxing. These sort of 
activities can also impact on sleep 
because the blue light emitted by 
screens decreases levels of mela-
tonin, the hormone that regulates 
the body’s natural sleep-wake cycle. 
These activities do not recharge our 
mental batteries in the same way 
that being in nature does.

soft fascination involves having 
one’s attention held by a less stimu-
lating activity – but something that 

provides opportunities for reflec-
tion and introspection. The natural 
world is an endless source of soft 
fascination, especially aspects that 
involve a gentle, repetitive move-
ment such as moving water or rus-
tling leaves in the wind. This more 
gentle stimulation allows the mind 
to rest in quiet reflection and con-
templation, helping to rejuvenate 
our focus and concentration. soft 
fascination does not stimulate the 
release of stress hormones and is 
genuinely relaxing and restorative.

Although walking on a beach, sit-
ting by a stream, watching clouds 
pass over and planting some flow-
ers will give us what we need, it isn’t 
always what we want, particularly if 
we’re feeling stressed and over-
whelmed. This is particularly true 

for children, who may struggle with 
delaying gratification and impulse 
control. The ‘numbing’ quality of 
phone scrolling or similar technolo-
gy-based sedentary activities can 
be the more tempting alternative.

How can we overcome the pull of 
the sedentary and gently nudge 
children towards what will genu-
inely help their minds and bodies 
to feel less stressed and more open 
to life and learning?

A good starting point is to let chil-
dren know that it’s OK to get wet 
and muddy so that they can relax 
and enjoy playing, without worry-
ing about getting told off. Allow 
children to use natural resources in 
their play. examples might include 
tree stumps for jumping off, boul-
ders to climb and sit on, logs to 
practise balancing or climbing and 
plants, sand, gravel and wood for 
jumping over, walking through, and 
throwing. Nature encourages imag-
inative play and physical explora-
tion and nature play is often freely 
chosen, spontaneous, and unstruc-
tured.

Our role as adults is to under-
stand why children may want to 
spend their time connected to 
devices without judging them or 
criticising them.  

if we make it easier for them to 
understand the fun, positivity and 
relaxation that the outdoors offers 
them, they will more likely choose 
to put down their phone and play 
outside. 

Perhaps most importantly, as 
adults, we need to better under-
stand this aspect of neuroscience so 
that we can make better choices 
ourselves and set children a good 
example by our own behaviour.

 ■ Viv Trask-Hall, a former head-
teacher, is a principal trainer with 
Thrive, a Devon business that works 
with schools to help children 
become more emotionally resilient. 

Tomorrow:  Do we need climate 
catastrophe to make us change our 
ways, asks Mario Du Preez?

Outdoor play vital 
for mental health
Put down those electronic devices and get outdoors into nature, says  Viv Trask-Hall   

THere is a weight of evidence 
which shows that our mental 
health is improved by spend-

ing time outdoors. gPs are encour-
aged to issue prescriptions for out-
door activities including walking, 
birdwatching and gardening to treat 
conditions such as anxiety and de-
pression alongside conventional 
medication. 

But it seems that we’re still not 
spending enough time outdoors 
and that children are worst affect-
ed, tending to spend more time 
connected to devices and less time 
connecting to nature. A report by 
the National Trust found that chil-
dren are playing outside for an 
average of just over four hours a 
week. This is less than half of the 8.2 
hours a week their parents would 
have spent outside. 

in my role training teachers and 
other educational professionals to 
help children to become more 
emotionally resilient, i teach the 
importance of spending time in 
nature for children. One of the 
courses we run focuses on encour-
aging children to develop a connec-
tion with nature as a way of helping 
them to manage stress and process 
difficult emotions. Being exposed to 
nature helps them to relax, have fun 
and develop a healthy sense of self.  
However it can be hard to get chil-
dren to choose this healthy, feel-
good option over screen time.

While nature and screen time are 
both compelling, they engage dif-
ferent parts of the brain and create 
different responses in the brain. in 
the 1980s, psychology professors 
rachel and stephen Kaplan put for-
ward Attention restoration Theory 
which proposes that exposure to 
nature is not only enjoyable but can 
also help us improve our focus and 
ability to concentrate. Part of this 
theory describes the idea of fascina-
tion, where one’s attention is held 

 >Exploring and playing 
in the great outdoors 
improves mental health, 
say doctors
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