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DIG DEEP TO BANISH WINTER BLUES

GARDEN therapy is being used to help treat a wide range of a ailments from strokes to anxiety and even depression. ADRIAN LEE reports.

MORE than a century ago the Victorians discovered that many patients seemed to recover more quickly from illnesses if they took up gardening. 
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MARK SMITH, a 34-year-old charity worker from Norwich, lost his sight nine years ago

Florence Nightingale campaigned for the use of horticulture as a form of therapy for a whole range of ailments. 

Later, the notorious lunatic asylums boasted sprawling gardens because it was noted that patients appeared calmer after strolling in the grounds or tending beds of flowers.

	


Although it continued to have its supporters, the idea that gardening could aid recovery went out of fashion. In the 20th century, the emphasis was more on drug and surgical treatments. In cost-cutting moves, hospital gardens were lost or became much smaller.

Now, gardening is poised to play a much greater role in improving the nation’s physical and mental wellbeing. A new study will measure the health benefits from hundreds of gardening projects around the UK.

It’s hoped the evidence will encourage more GPs to prescribe gardening.

“The stress-relieving qualities of gardening have long been recognised,” says Fiona Thackeray, development manager of Trellis, the organisation for therapeutic gardening in Scotland, which is carrying out the research. 

“When you’re busy in the garden you forget what’s happening in the rest of the world. Gardening is particularly good for mental health.

“It is also good aerobic exercise. Digging, clearing garden rubbish or pushing a wheelbarrow uses the body’s big muscles and engages the heart and lungs. It’s a particularly good form of exercise for older people because it’s low impact.”

At this time of year, when many people are vowing to get fit and are tempted to buy gym memberships, gardening can offer an alternative. Studies show that people who take up gardening as a new hobby are more likely to stick with it than those who opt for the gym.

It’s thought there are currently more than 1,000 health projects throughout the UK which use some form of gardening. Lottery funding is helping to swell the number.

 Gardening can be a good form of rehabilitation for stroke patients and people suffering from heart disease or recovering from cardiac surgery. Gardening is now also being used to help services veterans who are suffering from combat stress.

According to the charity Thrive, which champions the health benefits of gardening, it helps build strength and stamina, relaxes muscles, improves balance and makes you feel better by releasing chemicals in the brain called endorphins.

Nicola Carruthers, Thrive’s chief executive, says gardening is a great way of beating the winter blues. 

“At this time of year, we tend to spend too much time indoors. We should try to get out into the garden, even if it’s just to sweep up a few leaves. We also encourage people to make the most of their front gardens, because it’s a good way of meeting neighbours.”

A study by Thrive last year showed that three out of four people with disabilities found that gardening was good for their health.

Sessions in the garden count towards your target of achieving
30 minutes exercise at least five times a week. It’s considered to be one of the best all-round activities to help stave off heart disease, obesity, diabetes and osteoporosis. 

Simply being in a garden or allotment can lower blood pressure and help you sleep better, studies have found.

June Davison, a cardiac nurse at the British Heart Foundation, says: “Gardening is a good form of exercise for almost everyone. Ideally, it should be moderately intensive, such as raking, mowing or energetic weeding.

“It’s doing you good if it makes you feel warmer, you breathe more heavily and you can feel your heart beating more. You don’t have to get sweaty.”

For the average 50-year-old man, raking the lawn for 30 minutes burns the same number of calories as eight minutes cross-country running.

June adds: “Thirty minutes gardening a day is ideal but you don’t have to do it all in one go. Three bursts of 10 minutes is good for
heart health.”

Anyone who is suffering from a heart condition or is recovering from surgery should check with their GP before starting strenuous gardening, says the BHF. 

If you don’t have a garden or want a more structured form of exercise, it’s worth joining a Green Gym. At the gyms, which operate all over the UK, experienced leaders guide you through a range of gardening or conservation projects.

Sessions, which begin with a series of gentle warm-up exercises, normally last half a day. These gyms are popular with people who hate the idea of Lycra and prefer to be outdoors. 

Organisers say almost a third more calories can be burnt in an hour with some Green Gym activities than in doing a step aerobics class. All tools are provided and you don’t need any experience.

It’s even been claimed that a “happy bug”, found in soil, is one of the reasons why gardening lifts the spirits. Scientists at Bristol University who harvested Mycobacterium vaccae, which occurs naturally in earth, found that it acted as an antidepressant.

Researchers at Loughborough University have also studied the health benefits of gardening. Dr Joe Sempik, of the university’s Centre For Child And Family Research, says: “We’ve looked mainly at the mental and social benefits. For people with mental health problems it can work together with medication.

“There’s no doubt that gardening does make people feel better. That’s probably for a combination of reasons, such as being with other people, being outdoors or doing physical activity.

“We are trying to get the idea across to psychiatrists and GPs that gardening has benefits. However, getting strong evidence is difficult. There is some resistance, probably because they don’t know about the available activities. Gardening as therapy is coming back into fashion – it’s known as green care now.”
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 GREEN CARE: Not only is gardening good exercise, it makes you happier and helps stave off disease
