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About Me 
Perhaps unlike many Fellows in the horticultural category, I don’t come with a formal 
horticultural background, and in my view, this is what makes the Fellowship special. I am an 
ordinary mum who discovered a passion for gardening and being in the outdoors, and who 
has realised the benefits that this has on my health and wellbeing. I have had a long 
involvement with gardening on a very amateur basis. In my career as a special needs 
teacher, I regularly took my intervention groups out into nature, to walk on Dartmoor, have 
barbecues, climb tors, make plant sculptures and visit woodlands. I also took them to help 
at a plant nursery which employed adults with learning disabilities and was a place I 
regularly volunteered at in my spare time. These students, many of whom lacked 
engagement in a formal school environment, transformed in these different settings. Their 
interactions improved, they were motivated, interested and on task. Since leaving teaching, 
I helped establish a garden at the school my children attended, with passion rather than 
knowledge being my primary asset. I have of course acquired gardening knowledge over the 
years, but I am most definitely self-taught. 
 
In my previous home, I managed a garden comprised of two distinct parts. The already 
established section of garden was primarily comprised of perennial shrubs and flowers, and 
featured several rhododendron, azaleas, camellias and magnolias which thrived in the moist 
but well drained soil. I established a separate section of the garden primarily with a view to 
providing fresh organic produce to feed my family. This included a variety of fruit trees, 
including several species of apple, plum and pear. I used a double row of raspberries and 
blackcurrants for hedging due to their speed of growth and my desire to utilise space 
efficiently. I had seven very large raised beds created with space in between for accessibility 
and wide ledges which enabled me to lean across, access my working tools whilst also 
providing useful seating. I grew a range of seasonal vegetables with particular successes 
with crops of spinach, courgettes, broad beans, leeks, salads, chard and pumpkins. The 
vegetables thrived in the relatively warm and frost free Cornish climate. I had a greenhouse 
with an established grape vine and tomatoes, chillis and herbs in abundance. Our chickens 
provided us with eggs and high nitrogen manure used for composting, devoured all the 
slugs, however, the havoc they caused in my flower and raised beds over two years resulted 
in rehoming them with a neighbour. Whilst I am very aware how amateurish this will seem 
to the highly trained horticulturalists, I felt enormous satisfaction from building something 
from scratch which resulted in a tangible output. All I grew was used, much of it in the 
kitchen to create everything from wholesome soups, to jams, chutney and pickles for 
Christmas gifts and even the odd bottle of gin from the surrounding Sloe trees.  
  
Executive summary 
This research project focuses on how visiting gardens benefits wellbeing, specifically which 
features and programmes within the gardens contribute to this.  Accessibility, particularly 
from a mobility perspective, is a central theme throughout. 
The primary objective is to gain knowledge and experience of a variety of garden settings in 
Japan and Singapore, and horticultural therapy practices in Singapore that promote 
wellbeing. This learning will be used to develop a series of recommendations that can be 
disseminated in the UK to encourage communities to carry out similar projects. 
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The underlying question: What features of gardens and horticultural therapy activities in 
Japan and Singapore promote wellbeing and which key elements are transferrable to the 
UK? 
 
Introduction to the project 
There are three events in my life which inspired me to apply for a Winston Churchill 
Memorial Trust Travelling Fellowship. The first was the progression of my multiple sclerosis, 
an illness I’ve had since I was 22 but which has had more of a significant impact in recent 
years. Due to my restricted mobility, I have found myself increasingly isolated, particularly 
as my children have become more independent in forging lives for themselves. The second 
event was my house move from a rural location to the small city of Truro. This move was 
primarily to meet my teenagers’ needs, given that I was no longer able to drive. My new 
home did not have an accessible garden which had previously been my primary leisure 
activity, a total escape in which I’d been out working in all weathers. The third event is 
slightly more unusual and I like to think of it as fate. On a short train journey, no more than 
half an hour, I met a Fellow, although I didn’t know that at the time. Although he was 
partially sighted and had a white cane, this man was the one to help me fold up my 
wheelchair when I boarded the train. As we got chatting, he told me about his travelling 
experience to China to research tardigrades of China (little known microscopic creatures). 
He told me that this opportunity was open to all and that I should apply. My mind was made 
up. The closing date fast approaching, I had my application in within weeks. 
The culmination of these events made the subject of my project a no brainer. Moving into 
the town, I had already started researching accessible gardening opportunities, initially 
allotments, in the Truro area. At that time, there was nothing available to me as a 
wheelchair user, leaving a big hole which had previously supported me in maintaining my 
health on many different levels. 
 
The benefits to wellbeing of gardening, visiting gardens and engaging in related projects are 
widely accepted. In his 2016 report, David Buck, Senior Fellow in Public Health and 
Inequalities at The King’s Fund, states that gardens provide “multiple pathways to health 
gain, recovery and solace through achievement, activity and social contact.” 
 
Recognised gains to be achieved from horticultural therapy were first documented in the UK 
in the 1960s. Many gardening or horticultural charities have been set up to work with 
people who have chronic health problems or disabilities.  In recent years, there has been a 
growth in horticultural therapy training and education in the UK, as well as available 
literature looking at the ways in which social and therapeutic horticultural projects can help 
foster independence, build self-esteem and confidence. UK charity Thrive 
(www.thrive.org.uk) which uses gardening to help those that are touched by disability 
describes social and therapeutic horticulture as “the process of using plants and gardens to 
improve physical and mental health, as well as communication and thinking skills”. Today, 
GPs in the UK have started to refer patients in small numbers to programmes such as ‘The 
Growing Health Scheme’ (run by UK charity collective Sustain), aimed at elderly people who 
want to become more physically active, and patients with mental health problems. 
Due to modern society, lifestyle trends, an ageing population and a shift towards a more 
individualistic society (and related issues of isolation), the need for horticultural therapy and 
innovative use of gardens and the outdoors for wellbeing is increasing.  

http://www.thrive.org.uk/
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However, although there are some fantastic programmes and opportunities available, I 
would suggest that there continues to be a disconnection between research, application 
and availability, particularly for those with additional needs. I would also purport that many 
programmes or accessible facilities are based within the grounds of a hospital or similar 
healthcare setting. This is a limiting factor and does not support widespread usage by a 
varied demographic. As a wheelchair user, my project does focus on accessibility from a 
mobility slant but I have tried to consider barriers faced by other groups. The difficulties of 
disability have made me more passionate about bridging this gap between research and 
practice.  
 
Aims 
Overall aim: to promote wellbeing through visiting gardens/green spaces, from a 
wheelchair user’s perspective 

• To identify which aspects of gardens are most important with a view to promoting 

wellbeing, and understand this link (garden feature/layout-wellbeing) in both Japan 

and Singapore 

• To learn about the activities/programmes that promote wellbeing within a garden 

setting (participation and observation)  

• To understand how Shinrin-Yoku works and the benefits of forest therapy 

• To identify good practise in promoting garden accessibility for wheelchair users 

• To improve my own wellbeing through visiting gardens and engaging in garden 

programmes/activities. 

I set out to draw comparisons with the UK and ultimately come up with a series of 

recommendations of best practice to benefit wider communities. 

 

Justification for chosen countries 

Japan  
 
Although the discipline of horticulture therapy is relatively new in Japan (Japan’s 
Horticultural Therapy Society was established in 1995, and the Japan Horticultural Therapy 
Council was later launched in 2002), there seems to be a natural synergy between Japan’s 
gardens and the concept of healing and/or wellbeing.  
Japanese gardens are known for their natural serenity, for being calming and considered 
and bringing together aspects of nature in harmonious landscapes. Combining aesthetic 
with philosophical ideas, Japanese gardens are also considered an important element of 
Japanese art. 
 
In researching gardens for wellbeing, I came across the Japanese practice of Shinrin-yoku – 
which means "taking in the forest atmosphere" or "forest bathing". In the last few years, the 
potential health benefits achieved through Forest Bathing have become increasingly 
recognised in Japan and a number of other countries across the globe.  The practice was 
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developed in Japan during the 1980s and has become a central feature of preventive health 
care and healing in Japanese medicine. Researchers have since established a robust body of 
scientific literature on the health benefits of forest therapy. Now their research is helping to 
establish Shinrin-yoku and forest therapy throughout the world.  
 
This, alongside Japan’s rich gardening heritage made me want to investigate further. My aim 
was to understand Japan’s cultural relationship with nature and the natural world, explore 
Japan’s most famous gardens from an accessibility and wellbeing point of view and gain an 
understanding of Shinrin-yoku. 
 
Places visited in Japan: 

Location Format  Date  

Forest Therapy at Okutama  Meeting with Masuzawa and 
introduction to therapy  

07/07/2016 

Nippon Medical School Interview with Dr Qing Li, expert 
on Shinrin-Youku, Nippon Medical 
School 

08/07/2016 

Japan MS Society  Meeting, interview, focus group & 
guided touring with George 
Nakajima, Secretary General of 
Japan M.S Society, Takashi 
Fukutomi, Vice-Chapter leader of 
M.S Friends Association, Akari 
Wakabayashi, Secretary General of 
the M.S Friends Association 
Chapter, as well as members of 
the M.S Friends Association Miki 
Sumiya & Mr Danny 

09/07/2016 

Hama-Rikyu Garden  Meeting/ interview with garden 
manager, plus tour of garden with 
Takeo Kogoi 

10/07/2016 

Hibiya Park Meeting with manager Kenji 
Kodama & tour 

10/07/2016 

Kenrokuen, Kanazawa Meeting with Tetsuro Hamada 
Manager of Kanazawa Park and 
Kenrokuen Garden and Kei 
Torimoto, guide 

14/07/2016 

Kinkakuji Temple & Garden  Self-guided 18/07/2016 

Arashiyama, Kyoto Self-guided 19/07/2016 
Ginka-kuji Temple Garden Meeting, visit & questionnaires 21/07/2016 
Katsura Imperial Villa Meeting, presentation & guided 

tour 
22/07/2016 

Kyoto Botanical Gardens Self-guided 23/07/2017 

Toji Temple Garden Self-guided 23/07/2017 

Hiroshima Peace Park Self-guided 26/07/2016 

https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/07/23/ginka-kuji-temple-garden/
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Shukkei-en Self-guided 26/07/2016 
Korakuen Garden  Meeting & interview with Mr 

Masashi Nozaki, managing director 
of Korakuen Garden, Haroaki 
Matsuno, sub-councillor, Chie 
Nishimoto, sub-manager and Aki 
Manjo, senior researcher at the 
Okayama Prefecture Local Culture 
Foundation. 

27/07/2016 

 

 
 
Singapore 
Singapore, the self-proclaimed “City in a Garden”, is home to 300 parks and four nature 
reserves.  The government is justly proud of it’s gardens and green spaces and the local 
community is actively encouraged to support conservation.  
The government National Parks organisation has a range of therapeutic horticulture 
programmes and nature related activities suitable for communities, elderly groups, people 
with dementia and other special needs. Recent developments have included the launch of 
the new ‘Therapeutic Garden’ in HortPark in May 2016.  Singapore’s first therapeutic garden 
in a public park, the Therapuetic Garden was developed in consultation with the National 
University Health System (NUHS), based on best practices and evidence-based design 
principles relating to therapy for improving mental well-being. 
 
In the past year, Singapore’s National Parks organisation has created more than 80 new 
Community in Bloom (CIB) gardens, bringing the total number of community gardens to 
more than 1,000 (www.nparks.gov.sing).  Further, Singapore’s green spaces don’t exist in 
isolation. The Park Connector Network is an island-wide network of linear open spaces 
around major residential areas, linking up the parks and other nature sites.  According to 
‘The Green City Index’, a research project conducted by the Economist Intelligence Unit, 

http://www.nparks.gov.sing/
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Singapore has 66 square metres of green space per person, which is well above the Index 
average of 39 square metres. 
 
Khoo Teck Puat Hospital in Singapore is a part public and part private hospital with 
outstanding gardening and wellbeing credentials. The hospital has been referenced time 
and time again for its wellbeing design conceptualised as a ‘hospital in a garden’, and ‘a 
garden in a hospital’ boasting three square metres of greenery for every square metre of 
land.  
 
Although distinctly different from Japan, Singapore’ gardening and horticulture therapy 
credentials, as well as its impressive accessibility for those with mobility issues made it a 
natural choice of investigation.  
 
My aim was to visit the new Therapeutic Garden at Hort Park to get an understanding of its 
horticultural therapy programmes, learn about Singapore’s accessible community gardens in 
urban areas (and the funding structure) and find out more about Khoo Teck Puat Hospital, 
it’s horticultural therapy programmes for patients and the wider community and specific 
results related to these initiatives. 
 
Places visited in Singapore: 

Location Format  Date  

Singapore Botanical Gardens  Meeting with Horticulture 
Outreach and Heritage Trees 
(Community Gardening Division 
of National Park Division in 
Singapore) & guided tour 

O7/08/2017 

Jurong East Street 32 
(Community Garden) 

Meeting with Singapore in Bloom, 
tour & focus group (+Q&A) with 
community garden members  

08/08/2017 

Gardens by the Bay Self-guided 09/08/2017 

East Coast Park Self-guided 09/08/2017 

Koo Teck Puat Hospital Meeting & guided tour  11/08/2017 

MacRichie Reservoir  Self-guided  11/08/2017 

Therapeutic Garden - HortPark Meeting & guided tour  14/08/2017 

 
Research Methods  
My study trip took place between 5 July and 16 August 2017 with the time divided between 
Japan and Singapore (as detailed previously). 
The research explored four key themes, specifically related to Japanese/ Singaporean 
gardens and horticultural therapy activities: 
 
Accessibility & design  
Social Participation 
Emotional Wellbeing 
Physical wellbeing 

https://www.nparks.gov.sg/gardens-parks-and-nature/parks-and-nature-reserves
https://www.nparks.gov.sg/gardens-parks-and-nature/parks-and-nature-reserves
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My goals were: 
1. To meet and interview groups and individuals involved in horticultural therapy in 

Singapore to gather ideas which could be transferred to the UK. 
2. To meet groups of people (some with chronic health conditions) who visit gardens in 

Japan and/or Singapore to discuss the physical, emotional and social health benefits, 
as well as key activities. To use group interview techniques and a questionnaire 
format to gather data. 

3. To participate first-hand in a range of horticultural therapy activities and 
programmes in Singapore, to learn from these experiences and look at possible 
elements that could be transferred to the UK and beyond.  

4. To visit a variety of gardens to experience first-hand the benefits of spending time in 
these different environments. 

5. To interview Doctor Qing Li (who is at the forefront of forest therapy research); to 
visit a forest therapy centre, carry out in depth interviews with the programme 
leaders, and participate in the programme (including measures on physical 
wellbeing). 

6. To use a questionnaire to gain individual perspectives on benefits to be achieved and 
specifically, which garden features are felt to be significant in achieving these 
benefits. 

Findings 
 
Themes 
 
Accessibility and Design 
As outlined in the report introduction, one of the main incentives for embarking on this 
project was the lack of accessible community garden options within my own community in 
Cornwall. Inclusive principles are not consistently adopted in the UK meaning that me and 
other wheelchair users cannot participate widely, confidently and independently in the 
horticulture and gardening space.  
 
With the benefits of accessing nature and the outdoors now widely accepted, it is essential 
that opportunities to visit gardens and engage in gardening related activities are available to 
all, including those with additional needs. Whilst this research has focused on primarily on 
accessibility from a mobility perspective (particularly for wheelchair users), other groups e.g. 
those with sensory or cognitive impairments, have also been considered. As many of those 
facing access barriers have co existing health needs, I would suggest that there is potential 
opportunity for bigger gains through positive and meaningful engagement with nature in 
garden settings.  
 
In Singapore, accessibility has been considered in all parks and gardens run by the National 
Parks Board (NParks) in line with its action plan for successful ageing which states “NParks 
will progressively enhance our network of parks to incorporate more senior-friendly 
amenities such as upgraded toilets, footpaths, lighting and exercise equipment.” A 30 
kilometre cycle loop linking parks within the city will be finished in 2018 supporting 
increased access to nature for residents. There are miles of wheelchair accessible routes 
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throughout the city’s parks providing choice and independence to a group where this is 
often lacking.  

 
 

McRichie Reservoir boardwalk, Singapore- enabled me to get ‘off the beaten track’. 

 

View from accessible walkway, McRichie Reservoir boardwalk, Singapore 
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Tanjong beach, Sentosa Island, Singapore- accessible pathways enabled me to reach this secluded spot. 

 
There are over 1000 community gardens in Singapore, described on the NParks website as 
“common spaces where people of different demographics come together to create, develop 
and sustain a gardening space in their locality.”   The Community in Bloom initiative, 
Singapore’s gardening movement, has supported the establishment of these gardens. The 
rooftop community garden I visited in Jurong Central Zone D, an area of social housing, was 
started by a group of 4 residents in 2004. Features of the inclusive design such as wide hard 
(cement) pathways, a lift to the rooftop and only gentle slopes enabled me to be 
independent in my manual wheelchair. There were multiple accessible route options 
providing choice, often lacking for those with mobility needs. There were many raised beds, 
some of which allow wheelchairs to be slotted underneath, enabling the user to work front 
on.  Reflecting on the day in my journal, I realised that I had not felt disabled. I was inspired 
to hear that a 97-year-old lady was able to use this facility in her wheelchair regularly.  

 
 
 
Disability is a shortcoming of design, 
disability is designed in the society in which 
we live (August De Los Rayes, 2017, Head of 
Design and Research at Pinterest) 
 
 
 
 
 

Rooftop gardens in towns can be easier to get to than those in rural areas. They offer great 
potential for those with limited mobility.  Examples from Singapore demonstrate that huge 
spaces are not required. Whilst adapting older buildings may present problems, 
consideration of a rooftop garden within new developments is feasible.  

Accessible raised beds 
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Singapore’s new therapeutic garden is located within Hort Park, which itself is part of a 
larger public park. It forms part of Singapore’s action plan for successful ageing which also 
includes plans for 10 further therapeutic gardens across the city. This small therapeutic 
garden is fully wheelchair accessible, incorporating a figure of 8 route which enables those 
with cognitive impairments to go for a walk and return to the same spot. Access for 
residents who have had a stroke, have Alzheimers or dementia, has been specifically 
targeted through a collaboration between NParks and Health. Access for these groups is 
also promoted through the forward-thinking gardening programmes (see social 
inclusion).  The garden is located close to a bus stop and within a business zone, further 
supporting access for a variety of groups. 
 
“If we want an inclusive society, we need to create buildings and spaces that are accessible 
and inclusive to all”  
Tony Burton, Chairman – Construction Industry Council 
 
The Gardens by the Bay is a 101-hectare park adjacent to the Marina Reservoir. It can be 
accessed by the MRT; Singapore’s wheelchair friendly train system, which is also good value 
and highly efficient. The park was created to be Singapore’s premier outdoor recreation 
space and part of a strategy by the Singaporean government to transform Singapore from a 
“Garden City” into a “City in a Garden”. The park incorporates two giant domes, one housing 
a cloud forest and the other, a flower garden. The cloud forest dome includes an accessible 
aerial walk way which provides a view of the canopy. Both domes are well designed from a 
wheelchair user’s perspective, with full access to all areas possible. 
 

 
Flower dome, Gardens of the Bay, Singapore- very accessible 

Tokyo Metropolitan Parks Association looks after a large number of parks and gardens 
across the city. This organisation is particularly forward thinking in its approach towards 
disability. Tokyo Metropolitan Government refer to the document ‘Equipping Guide For 
Making Accessible Facilities In Public Places To Make Tokyo A Welfare City’ (English 
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translation of title) when designing and adapting the parks. This document includes details 
on adapting drinking fountains, accessible pathways, suitable seating and picnic tables for 
wheelchair users, surface adaptations where gravel is required, and appropriate heights for 
signage. I understand that huge efforts have been made to create a more inclusive 
environment in the run up to 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games. All municipal gardens have Braille 
signs, picnic tables that wheelchairs can go under and drinking fountains the right height for 
wheelchair users. Wheelchairs with wide tyres suitable for different surfaces are available to 
borrow, without charge. The paths were wide and in some parks, have been modified to 
promote accessibility for wheelchair users. For example, where there are steps, half of the 
path has been dug out into a gentle slope and alternatives have been provided adjacent to 
challenging surfaces e.g. gravel or sand. The Parks Association has a clear website in both 
English and Japanese which sets out how to reach the parks and gardens. The website 
includes informative maps showing routes and facilities, including accessible toilets. This is 
particularly useful for those with additional access needs as more pre-planning is usually 
required for a successful outing.  
 
 

 

Top left: comfortable wheelchair to borrow, Top right: adaptations to pathway (both Yoyogi Park), Bottom: plans from 
Metropolitan Parks manual 
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Braille sign at Hibiya Park, Tokyo 

Kenrokuen Garden has 15 wheelchairs available to borrow, all of which have bigger tyres 
suitable for the terrain. Four are electric and several are designed like rickshaws so they can 
be pulled up hills. I hadn’t seen this design before and feel they could be particularly useful 
in the hilly gardens around Cornwall. The surface of pathways has also been modified in the 
most challenging areas (e.g. hills), with a smoother surface used to promote accessibility. A 
wheelchair accessible course, shown on the map of the garden, includes the most important 
features, and four out of six toilets have been adapted.  

 
 Variety of wheelchairs available to borrow at Kenrokuen (
 http://www.pref.ishikawa.jp/siro-niwa/japanese/info.html) 

Modified surface at Kenrokuen Garden 

http://www.pref.ishikawa.jp/siro-niwa/japanese/info.html
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I was impressed by the ease in which I could access the gallery at Teshima. The winding 
pathway was of a smooth, hard surface making it ideal for wheelchairs. Visitors to the 
gallery are required to remove their shoes to maintain the pristine white environment. For 
wheelchairs, tyre covers are available at the entrance. 
 

With the UK’s ageing population and the related increase in health issues, e.g. dementia and 
mobility restrictions, the adaptations and design features observed are all highly relevant. 
Not all of these adaptations have large cost implications, particularly if considered at the 
outset of new developments. In any case, the potential resulting health and wellbeing gains, 
more than negate any initial investment. 
 
Accessibility can also be considered from a financial perspective. Admission fees to many 
gardens in the U.K. are high. In contrast, parks and gardens managed by the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Parks Association charge very reasonable entrance fees (around 300 yen 
which is approximately £2). The entry fee for Kenrokuen Garden is only 310 yen (£2.10) and 
is free for over 65s and locals on Sundays. At Ginkakuji I was told that rather than have an 
admission charge, a donation is requested to see all the beauty in the Temple and that, 
although some people could donate more, the donation is set at 500 yen. Whilst the 
donation concept is inclusive, it should be noted that this is compulsory. 
 
As viewing the garden is the principal form of experience for all visitors to the Adachi Art 
Museum garden, it is as a result entirely accessible. Whilst accessibility is not the reason 
behind this design feature, it is certainly an effective by product. With the viewing taking 
place from inside the museum or other sheltered buildings, this feature provides an added 
benefit of protection from the elements, highly relevant in our temperamental UK climate. 
As a disabled person, getting to gardens in the UK can be challenging. For example, when 
visiting Kew Gardens, wheelchair users are required to make a long trip round from the train 
station, some of which is uphill with poor surface maintenance, due to the lack of access 
across the line. This is particularly frustrating as it is not marked on the tube map. 
Contrasting what I had been told prior to my trip, I was pleasantly surprised by the ease in 
which I was able to access gardens in Japan. Every garden I visited, with the exception of 
Adachi Art Museum, was accessible via public transport, with almost all buses having a 
wheelchair ramp and excellent facilities on trains. 

Accessible pathway to the art gallery at Teshima. 

Teshima Art Gallery 
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Social Participation & Emotional Wellbeing 
Many academics have looked at the positive health impacts of spending time in the 
outdoors. Although these ideas are becoming more prevalent, they are not new. 
Hippocrates (400BC-370 BC) wisely observed that “walking is the best medicine” and 
prescribed exercise to help citizens maintain good mental and physical health. More 
recently, Dina Izenstark and Aaron Ebata described how “walking in nature helps families to 
connect and increases family cohesion.” 
 
Journalist Florence Williams reported on the emotional benefits to be gained from 
immersing oneself in nature following her observations of a group on a six-day river trip 
through Idaho. Each of the participants had experienced trauma in Iraq. As they paddled, 
swam and talked under the stars, Florence watched them “emerge from cocoons of 
sadness.” Tonia Harera, one of the participants said, “when I am out here, there are good 
thoughts.” 
 
Active engagement in community gardening and other social forms of horticulture therapy 
activities have been found to promote better mental health and reduced levels of 
depression, as well as other positive impacts such as enhanced quality of life and cognitive 
functioning. 
 
Population ageing is poised to become one of the most significant social transformations of 
the twenty-first century which has created a need to promote successful strategies for the 
elderly which are cost-effective and easily accessible.  Amongst older adults, gardening is a 
popular leisure-time activity and exposure to nature has found to promote various social 
and health benefits which has stimulated a burgeoning research on therapies which tap into 
nature’s health benefits.  
 
In addition, fast paced lifestyles and increasingly individualistic cultures have fuelled a 
culture of anxiety and depression which is a growing public health concern. This is true not 
just amongst the elderly but in all ages and societal groups.  
 
 
Community gardening: 
 
Community gardening and growing food together is not new. All early agricultural systems 
were based on co-operative activities, with land and harvests shared. However, as cultures 
have developed, ownership of land has fallen into fewer hands. 

Launched in May 2005, Singapore’s Community in Bloom (CIB) nationwide gardening 
movement aims to foster a community spirit and bring together residents, both young and 
old, to transform Singapore into a garden city. Today, CIB has close to 1,000 community 
gardens across Singapore that have engaged over 20,000 residents.  
 
Jurong East Street 32 was a perfect example of what can be achieved in small to medium 
sized urban areas without the need for green space and with a very limited budget. Created 
on the roof of a car park, the area was not naturally aesthetically pleasing but provided a 
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large, flat surface with plenty of sunlight and easy access for all, via the car park’s lift. 
Located right in the middle of a residential area, most of the community garden members 
lived close by, so did not need transportation to get to the garden. 
 
During a focus group conducted with 10 participants of Jurong East Street 32, we discussed 
the main impact the community garden had on their lives. The main themes identified 
included: friendship, a reduction of loneliness or isolation, a renewed sense of purpose and 
strengthening of the local community. The participants of Jurong East talked passionately 
about recent prizes they had won for their crops at the Community in Bloom awards - 
providing them with great sense of pride.  
 

 
Group member presenting me with a bouquet. 

In terms of social benefits, I was interested to learn about the social policy rewarding low 
income community members with food vouchers, based on their time spent ‘working’ in the 
garden.  This form of reconnecting people with nature and encouraging social connectivity is 
an interesting model and not something I had come across in the UK. Although I anticipate 
certain challenges, the benefits were clear: promoting gentle exercise, instilling a sense of 
responsibility, helping build friendships and an improved sense of community. Jurong East 
runs a policy that all crops produced are shared equally among volunteers and members. 
My thoughts moved to how this could be used in the UK to encourage healthy eating and 
promote integration and inclusion.   
 
Throughout my time in Singapore, I was impressed with the government initiatives to bring 
communities together through gardening and gardening activities. For example, Gardeners' 
Day Out at Hort Park is a monthly event which provides interactive and fun gardening 
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activities to cultivate the spirit of gardening in everyone; many of these initiatives were low-
cost and something I thought could easily be applied to my community. 
 
Therapeutic gardens & hospital gardens  

Hospital gardens can have an impact on the health and wellbeing of patients, staff and 
visitors. In Singapore, I visited the Khoo Teck Puat hospital, renowned for its gardening 
credentials. It’s website states that “KTPH is both “a hospital in a garden” and “a garden in a 
hospital”.  On entering the hospital, it struck me that it felt more like a hotel than a hospital 
with greenery at every turn. 
 
During my visit to the hospital, I was accompanied by Rosalind Tin, a long-standing 
volunteer at the hospital who looks after the smooth-running of the hospital’s rooftop 
garden and many of the garden areas within the hospital, and Mr Max Ng, from Singapore in 
Bloom. 
 
I learnt that during the planning stage of the hospital, the objectives were: 
 
• To provide a healing environment for patients and take the “coldness” out of a typical 
hospital setting 
• To become a model for environmental conservation and reduce the hospital’s carbon 
footprint 
• To create community involvement through volunteering and placemaking*  

* Placemaking refers to observing how people live, work and play and creating spaces for 
them to fulfil their needs and aspirations.  

 
The mission was to create a healing environment through gardens that would engage the 
senses to help patients recover more quickly, to create calming spaces and respite for 
patient’s families, and to engage the community with spaces in and around the hospital 
where they could pursue their interests and enjoy social interaction. 
 
The hospital’s literature demonstrates how stress and psychosocial factors can affect 
patient health outcomes. There is considerable evidence to show that just a few minutes of 
viewing plants and nature scenes can result in positive psychological changes.  At the time 
of research, the Centre for Urban Greenery & Ecology (CUGE Research), together with the 
National Parks Board were conducting a study to analyse the effects of horticulture therapy 
on the elderly. Although the research findings have not yet been published, we were told 
that preliminary results indicate that patients recover faster in environments with greenery; 
the therapeutic effects of foliage and the power of patients’ minds – which are influenced 
by their surroundings – help their bodies to cope with the stress and trauma of being ill.  In 
terms of physiology, viewing nature scenes has also been shown to lower blood pressure 
and decrease muscle tension. 
 
At Khoo Teck Puat hospital, patients can spend time with their families outside of the 
confines of the ward. In the wards, views of greenery can help with healing. At the same 
time, horticulture therapy programmes have been integrated into the occupational therapy 
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programmes for patients. The sessions are facilitated by therapists and volunteers and focus 
on mental stimulation, gardening as a way of exercise and socialising. As Khoo Teck Puat 
hospital, is an acute hospital, the programmes are designed as a one-off experience with 
activities ranging from propagation to harvesting. 
 
Building a stronger community was imperative to the design of the hospital. For example, 
visitors and patients do not just spend their time in the wards. Initiatives have also been 
developed to engage with the wider community; retirees practise tai chi on the level 
platform beside the Yishun Pond, the one-kilometre path around the pond is a popular 
jogging and brisk walking track and the hospital’s cafeteria is deliberately situated next to 
the pond so that cyclists and athletes can also purchase refreshments.  Although I am 
mindful of NHS funding issues in the UK, I was inspired by Khoo Teck Puat hospital’s efforts 
to integrate the wider community. This ‘healing hospital’ model created a warmer and less 
sterile hospital environment. 
 
Khoo Teck Puat hospital also has a rooftop garden and farm which is run by a small group of 
outside volunteers. The garden is impressive cultivating a wide range of organic crops which 
are sold in the hospital, distributed among the volunteers, and a portion going to the 
hospital’s kitchen to be served in patient’s meals. Although it was fascinating visiting this 
vast garden, this garden is not open to patients and I would have liked to have seen the 
integration of the rooftop garden in controlled horticultural therapy programmes for 
patients, something I feel would be beneficial in hospital environments in the UK. 
 
During my time in Singapore, I observed a therapy session at the new therapeutic garden at 
Hort Park. The session focused on a purpose-built garden created specifically for seniors 
with dementia and included a group of seven participants from the NTUC Health SilverACE 
senior activity centre. The programme was devised by Agatha Koh who had received 
training and guidance from Elizabeth Diehl, Director of Therapeutic Horticulture, Florida.   
 

 

Participants engage in conversation whilst working on activities at Hort Park 

http://ntuchealth.sg/silverace/
http://ntuchealth.sg/silverace/
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The social benefits of this cannot be underestimated. Since the launch of the therapeutic 
garden, NParks has completed a research study on the effects of therapeutic horticulture on 
the healthy elderly living in the community. The participants’ mental health was measured 
using validated psychometric tests and tests on immunological markers in three occasions: 
before, during (a three-month period) and after the study. The findings have been 
submitted for scientific publishing but the initial results demonstrated that elderly clients 
who received therapeutic horticulture did better than the control group in terms of their 
score for life satisfaction, memory and psychological well-being.  
 
Angelia runs the research project with elderly clients who have been diagnosed with 
cognitive impairments. The aim of the sessions was to promote their mental wellbeing 
through interactions with nature. Activities included planting and harvesting vegetables, 
composting, watering, transplanting, and art activities involving plants/flowers. The 
volunteers include occupational therapy and medical students, therefore providing a 
valuable development opportunity for the health care professionals of the future.   
The therapeutic garden in Singapore is a great example of how horticulture therapies can 
benefit an ageing population. Hort Park also provides many opportunities for younger 
visitors to benefit from the restorative effects of greenery on their mental and emotional 
well-being in a fast-paced society. The programmes followed a simple, yet effective model 
which could be rolled out in different countries. 
 
Lessons on social participation from Japan 
The sense of awe and wonder experienced at Ginkakju garden, the Adachi Art Museum 
garden and Teshima Art Museum (see Lessons on emotional wellbeing from Japan for 
details) may also be important from a social perspective. Christopher Bergland, author of 
The Athlete’s Way, wrote that “being in awe of something greater than oneself promotes 
prosocial behaviour.” A 2015 study led by Paull Piff from the University of California found 
that a sense of awe promotes altruism, loving-kindness and monogamous behaviour. 
Yoyogi Park, managed by the Tokyo Metropolitan Parks Association, appeals to the younger 
generation and is particularly busy on Sundays. A variety of activities are permitted in 
contrast to some other gardens in Japan. Popular pursuits include acting, skateboarding, 
cycling, photography and music, all arranged by individuals and groups on an informal basis. 
Plans are in place to build a kindergarten within the park grounds. Whilst a good example of 
a social area, it did not provide above what is available within the parks of larger cities in the 
UK. 

Lessons on emotional wellbeing from Japan 
My findings from the gardens of Japan are discussed with reference to: 

• Views and a sense of awe 

• Combining nature with art and architecture 

• Creativity 

• Symbolism 

• Spirituality/religion 

• Sensory features 

• Water 

• Slowing down 
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Both Ginkakuji garden and the Adachi Art Museum garden make effective use of a view, 
albeit in contrasting ways. At Ginkakuji, there is a very impressive walkway from the main 
gate with a high bamboo fence. There are no views of the garden from this pathway as it is 
designed to clear the mind of concerns and help prepare your spirit for the beauty you are 
about to see. It acts as a fence between you and the world. Indeed, as I reached the end of 
this pathway and saw the Silver Pavilion, lake and surrounding gardens for the first time, I 
was overcome by a sense of awe and wonder in the power of nature. The results of my 
questionnaires at this site, identified this of significance. Out of 22 completed 
questionnaires at this site, 16 marked ‘the importance of a view’ as one of the most 
important features in promoting feelings of wellbeing during and immediate following their 
visit. I personally experienced this same sense of awe at the Kinkakuji Temple (see blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/984), when entering the 
bamboo groves at Kairaku-en Garden, Mito (see blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/497), and viewing the 
Adachi Art Museum garden (see blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1466)  (also see section 
on Accessibility and Design). Studies link the feelings of awe with emotional health benefits. 
For example, research carried out by the University of California (published 2014) 
“concluded that experiencing the beauty of nature increases positive emotion- perhaps by 
inspiring awe, a feeling akin to wonder” (taken from Jill Suttie’s 2016 article: How Nature 
Boosts Kindness, Happiness, and Creativity). Being a garden designed for strolling, Ginkakuji 
provides beautiful views from any direction, emphasising the soul soothing effects. 
 
Teshima Art Museum provides another excellent example of how the concept of a view can 
stimulate the emotions. These are impressive both on the approach and from the inside 
looking out, accentuated by the white simplicity of the building. This work is one of the 
finest examples I have seen of architecture, art and nature coming together in perfect 
harmony, creating an absolute sense of calm.  

1Tunnel into the gallery at Teshima Art Museum 

https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/984
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/497
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1466
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Reflecting on the experience, I recorded in my blog: ‘I don’t know if I was inside the art 
space for 10 minutes or an hour but the feeling was mesmerising. I felt completely drawn in, 
almost hypnotised with the rhythm of the ribbon moving in the wind in front of the oval 
openings, or following the path of the droplets of water, as they found their own journey.’ 
This profound experience had a lasting effect on me. Margharita Laski found “the most 
common triggers for transcendental ecstasies come from nature.” 
 
 
Use of borrowed scenery and a view has been used in traditional English landscape gardens. 
However, use of a view as a tool to promote accessibility could be more wide spread. The 
UKs varied landscape offers huge potential in terms of ‘awe and wonder’ and with a little 
creative thinking, could be used with great effect to promote emotional wellbeing. 
I noted within the Japanese gardens (where permitted), that creative pursuits such as 
painting and writing were commonplace. Results from my questionnaires indicated these to 
be popular activities during garden visits. On a personal level I felt compelled to write poetry 
in the form of Japanese haikus. This is not something I have otherwise done since my days in 
the classroom. It is said that author Henry David Thoreau did not write at all on the days on 
which he was unable to get out in nature. 

Kinkakuji Temple 

Beneath darkened sky 

Reflecting in the still lake 

The temple glistens 

Despite thundery clouds 

Cicadas singing loudly 

Tranquility stands 

Three tiers high of gold 

Its beauty captures the crowds 

Bells clang, people leave. 

Debbie (August 2017) 

 
Kinkakuji Temple, Kyoto 
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At Kenrokuen Garden I learned about the importance of symbolism within traditional 
Japanese gardens and that all the different features have meaning representing various 
elements, e.g. the pond represents the ocean, the view is important because of the health 
of the family. When Kenrokuen garden was first built, hope was considered as an element 
and many of the features represent this. For example, the crossing bridge symbolises 
crossing overseas, and the design of the stone bridge layout is in the pattern of migrating 
geese. In Japan’s Shinto religion, to get in touch with nature is to be close to God and 
natural objects are revered as sacred spirits. Trees are significant, particularly the Sakaki 
tree which is sacred and symbolises immortality. An area of pine trees, where the trunks 
have split into two or three, symbolises families and couples and is thought to be a place to 
strengthen these relationships through the power of the trees.  
 
The six different sublime qualities found in contradictory pairs within the garden 
(spaciousness and seclusion, artifice and antiquity, water courses and views) provide further 
examples of the meaning attributed to various features, e.g. the island (antiquity) 
symbolises eternity and longevity. Appreciation of the significance of these garden features 
enables visitors to connect with the garden on a deeper level. 
 
 

 
At Ginkakuji, the idea of “aimai” or ambiguity, is important and reflected in the design. It 
was explained that for this reason, the trees on the mountainside need individual attention 
and the trees more in view are pruned in a "messy" or irregular way to blend in with the 

Tree split into three symbolises family Tree split into two symbolises a couple. 
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natural forest background. This concept is very much based on Buddhism in which there is 
the belief that much of the beauty of life is incomplete and transient, imperfect and to be 
enjoyed in the moment. The belief that gods exist in all things gives a sacredness to the 
mountains, the rocks, the water and trees. Even the workers, I was told, practiced Zen 
during their work.  
 

 
A worker raking the sand in a Zen garden 

 
Bridges hold importance within Japanese gardens and I observed many beautiful examples 
during my trip, e.g. the traditional crescent moon wooden bridge on stilts at Ritsurin Garden 
and the zigzag bridge at Korakuen Garden. Bridges represent “a person’s journey between 
the planes of existence,” (Debra Rigas, Elements of a Zen Garden and Their Meaning)  with 
additional meanings varying according to the design. The Moonbridge design has no paint or 
varnish and is allowed to weather naturally exemplifying the concept of wabi sabi: beauty in 
ageing and imperfection. This concept is also represented in zigzag bridges, which appear 
unfinished. The zigzag shape is thought to promote safety as evil spirits can only travel in 
straight lines.  
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Moonbridge, Ritsurin 

Moonbridge, Katsura Imperial Mission 

 
Zig zag bridge, Korakuen Garden 
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A traditional bridge in Hama-rikyu Gardens 

 
Knowing what the different elements of the gardens symbolises enriched my experience of 
the those I visited. Whilst the religious or spiritual symbolism may not be so relevant in 
Western gardens, there may be ways in which symbols could be used to add another level 
to garden visitors’ experience. For example, the use of local or traditional materials or 
inclusion of materials or artefacts from connected places. 
 
At Ginkakuji, the beautiful ticket is also treated as a good luck charm. 
 
At the therapeutic garden in Hort Park, a herb garden was planted specifically with the aim 
of arousing the senses. During the programmes, participants were encouraged to pick herbs, 
smell them, rub them in their hands and discuss how they had used the herbs either for 
cooking or medicinally.  A Fragrant Garden, focused purely on stimulating the sense of 
smell, is found at Singapore Botanic Garden. One of the programme leaders explained the 
importance of scent and smell in evoking memories for visitors and that this can be 
especially beneficial for people suffering with memory related problems such as dementia 
and for people with poor sight.  
 
At Kenrokuen Garden I was interested to learn that stones had been put under the waterfall 
to deliberately create a noise which was tranquil. In the UK, sensory gardens are relatively 
common. However, following my trip, it appears that the scope for creative thinking around 
this could be developed further through exploring other cultures. Certainly from Japan, the 
deliberate use of stones under water, e.g. at Kenrokuen, was new to me. 
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Deliberate placing of stones under water to create noise. 

In Japan, water symbolises purity and renewal whereas in Chinese tradition, water courses 
are recognised as one of the six sublime qualities to which a garden can aspire (all evident in 
Kenrokuen Garden). In ‘The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective’ (1989), 
Rachel and Stephen Kaplan state that there are six characteristics of restorative 
environments, one of which is water. This element is seen to be one of the vital elements of 
Japanese gardens, except Zen gardens, with water features central to the design of many of 
the gardens I visited. Ritsurin Garden provides an excellent example of the centrality of 
water features, including several large ponds, streams, and a waterfall. Popular water based 
leisure pursuits in this garden are boating and, feeding the Koi and terrapins. Even in the so 
called dry gardens (Zen gardens) where there is no actual water in the main part of the 
garden, patterns symbolising water are raked out in the sand. 
 
Tea houses were a central and defining feature of many of the gardens I visited in Japan, 
including Hama Rikyi, Kenrokuen and Ritsurin. Their locations are chosen strategically based 
on the views offered and they provided a welcome opportunity to stop, relax and reflect on 
my experiences. These cultural places of rest and refreshment makes me draw comparisons 
to UK gardens. The traditional ceremonial tea drinking is something to be enjoyed slowly, 
whilst observing the beautiful surrounding views of the garden. Our refreshment culture in 
UK parks and gardens tends to be centred around quick refuelling, rather than part of the 
garden experience. Perhaps more emphasis should be placed on the opportunity to 
momentarily slow down and understand how this ritual of having a cup of tea or a hot drink 
can bring about a sense of connectedness and calm. 
 
This concept of slowing down is also promoted through the zig zag bridge design which 
forces you to slow down and appreciate the details and views of the garden from different 
angles. Use of paving stones has this same effect. 
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Paving stones at Adachi Art Museum force us to slow down. 

Physical wellbeing  
A connection between art, nature and spirituality, as evident at the Adachi Art Museum, is 
reported by Dacker Keltner in the Journal of Emotion to be linked with lower levels of 
inflammation producing cytokines. 
 
Doctor Qing Li, who is at the forefront of research into forest therapy (Shinrin Yoku) 
explained to me how this practise boosts immune systems, reduces stress, enhances mental 
wellness and bolsters brain health.  His research indicates that spending even 15 minutes 
among trees can lower cortisol levels, boost the immune system and reduce anxiety. Qing Li 
has found that the benefits can be partly attributed to inhaling wood oils, particularly that 
from Hanuki trees (a type of Cyprus tree). 

The activity promotes spending time amongst nature, paying specific attention to your five 
senses. It is designed to open the mind and body, through activities such as walking on small 
pebbles to massage the bottoms of your feet, and breathing exercises with forest aromas to 
boost circulation.  I was initially surprised by the very slow pace with which we progressed 
through the forest. My guide explained however that this is essential to allow for full 
appreciation of the detail in the surroundings and a heightened sensory experience. It is 
worth noting the spiritual significance placed on trees within Japanese culture (see lessons 
on emotional wellbeing from Japan) as it seems likely that this would deepen the practise 
for local participants. 

In terms of access as a wheelchair user, Okutama Forest Therapy Centre had an accessible 
van which they used to collect me from the station. Prior to my involvement in the 



 
 
 
 

32 
 

programme, I was particularly interested to learn whether the same benefits could be 
obtained, given that I would not be accessing the physical element of the practise. The 
guides explained that equal benefits would be achieved and my physiological measurements 
(blood pressure, heart rate, amalayse, mood self-assessment) with the exception of lowered 
heart rate, showed this to be the case. I am certain that my increased heart rate was due to 
my concern for those carrying me up the steep slope to an area not usually part of the 
wheelchair course. 

From a transferable perspective, this slow pace means that a large area is not required. 
Whilst the initial session was relatively expensive, I felt that following this I would be 
confident to replicate a similar experience myself. With a few trained individuals, it would 
be fairly easy to implement elements of these programmes within the UK. With the pressing 
need to increase activity levels, a walking programme, incorporating features of Shinrin 
Yoku could provide powerful health and social benefits. I am aware of the increasing UK 
interest in this practise and that some centres have already been established in the north. 

 

Personal Impact 
The opportunity to be involved with the WCMT and receive a Travelling Fellowship which 
enabled me to carry out this research has had a profound impact on me personally. Prior to 
the project I had been out of the work place for a long time. I was becoming increasingly 
socially isolated and lacking in confidence to the extent that I rarely left the security of my 
home environment. It was therefore a huge step to undertake this project and one which 
has challenged on many levels every step of the way. These challenges included: 

• The initial interview- Despite diligent preparation, I was very aware of my slower 

processing speed and word finding difficulties (symptomatic of my MS). This added 

to my nervousness in facing a panel of professionals. 

• Travel/accessibility- As a wheelchair user, I generally prepare for journeys as much as 

possible in advance in terms of establishing an accessible route. Particularly with 

Japan, this was difficult due to language barriers and availability of information. I had 

several local contacts who helped me as much as possible but, in spite of this, I was 

to be undertaking a trip with many unknowns and which I knew would likely present 

challenges in terms of my mobility. 

• Meetings- Following the advice of the WCMT, I pushed myself to arrange meetings 

with those at the top, or as near to this as I could reach. This approach was 

successful but meant that I had many formal meetings arranged with those high up 

and well respected in their field. These took place in formal settings and I was often 

to find that other relevant individuals had been invited along, e.g. local historians or 

lead researchers.  
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Formal meeting at Korakuen Garden, Okayama 

• Engaging with the public through questionnaires/ unstructured interviews- 

Approaching strangers at the gates of gardens is well outside of my comfort zone. I 

was unsure of their nationality, language or how they would react, particularly 

considering cultural differences. 

Having successfully overcome these challenges has been life changing. The mental 
stimulation I received through carrying out the research has been hugely beneficial to my 
cognitive abilities. When I first started putting together the itinerary for my trip, I found the 
Japanese names very confusing and struggled to distinguish between them. In my daily life, I 
faced similar challenges in running my home, for example I would often misplace items or 
important documents and become confused by simple tasks such as following a recipe. This 
would often result in much frustration for me as I felt I appeared ‘stupid’. Whilst not 
quantified, my memory, word finding abilities and processing speed have all noticeably 
improved. It is hard to explain but I now think about things more. My curiosity and creativity 
towards the world around me has been aroused. I am better able to follow a plot when 
watching a film; my organisation in the home has improved and I’m less stressed by my 
paperwork. I do continue to struggle with instructions but this is work in progress as I 
continue to challenge my cognitive functions. 
 
The trip and particularly the gardens, people and art of Japan, appears to have re-
established levels of emotional intelligence. I hadn’t realised the extent to which I had 
become emotionally detached and withdrawn. I was less empathetic or tolerant towards 
others. I had been told that these were effects of my condition. On the trip and since my 
return, I have once again felt emotion towards and a connection with other people and my 
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surroundings. At Takamatsu Airport, I watched an airport steward bow, wave, bow again 
and continue to wave, all the time walking backwards until the plane was out of sight. This 
simple gesture had a profound effect on me and left me with a huge sense of sadness to be 
leaving Japan.  
 
My confidence both in terms of engaging with others and putting myself out there has been 
revolutionised. In this respect I feel a different person. Since returning from my travels, I 
have arranged multiple meetings with groups and individuals relevant to my project. I am 
engaging in related community groups and have established a new group looking to fulfil my 
project aims. On a personal social level, I am reengaging with old friends and forging new 
relationships. This is linked to my renewed sense of self-worth. I am proud of what I have 
achieved and now feel that I have something to contribute. 
Through the project I have gained new friendships across the world, in the U.K, Australia 
and Japan. This has given me an insight into different cultures, ways of thinking and 
approaches to disability. I continue to learn more through my ongoing communications and 
as these relationships develop. 
 
Conclusion 
This study has achieved its primary aim of identifying how wellbeing can best be promoted 
through visiting gardens/green spaces. Through use of structured and unstructured 
interviews, a questionnaire and experiential research, I conclude that: 
The most important aspects of gardens with a view to promoting wellbeing in Japan and 
Singapore are: a view (including those from inside looking out), water features, a calm and 
quiet ambience, a naturalistic design and use of symbolism. With consideration to their 
application in the UK, all are relevant although use of symbolism may need to be adapted 
for a Western audience. I would also conclude that the combination of nature with art, 
architecture and design can be powerful in creating a sense of awe. 
 
Programmes targeted to the needs of a specific group are most beneficial. Key features of a 
successful programme, as observed in Singapore, are: strong leadership and the opportunity 
for a tangible outcome for participants.  
 
The key features of a forest therapy programme applicable to a UK context are: targeting 
the senses, accessible routes and most importantly, slowing down to appreciate the detail in 
nature.  
 
Singapore provides excellent examples of how the outdoors can be made accessible (for 
wheelchair users). The most important aspects of an accessible garden environment 
observed in this study are: wide and solid pathways, accessible route options (choice), 
raised beds that enable wheelchair users to work face on, plenty of varied seating areas 
looking out to different views (can be in a small area), and public transport links. 
 
Involvement in the project on a personal level has been life changing and one that I would 
highly recommend to others in a similar situation. 
 
At the start of the project, the WCMT made it clear that we should expect the unexpected 
and keep our minds open to all possibilities. The biggest surprise for me was to discover 
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how enabled I could feel, as a wheelchair user, in the right environment. This fact makes 
clear the need for truly accessible environments and consultation with user groups 
(including wheelchair users) at the outset of all new developments. 
 
Recommendations 
As one of the principal aims of this project is to establish an accessible community garden 
with my local area, the following recommendations will be made with this in mind: 
Accessibility and Design 

• Paths should be wide enough to promote ease of accessibility and of a suitable 

surface for wheelchair users (this can be adjacent to the main walkway if necessary) 

e.g. a smooth surface next to gravel or sand.  

• Where an alternative to a gravel surface is not possible (potentially due to budgetary 

constraints), wheelchairs (and pushchairs) with wide tyres should be available. 

• Wheelchair users, and those with other accessibility requirements, should have 

more than one route option available. 

• Existing viewpoints should be maximised (use of a ‘borrowed view’) and new ones 

created, e.g. using planting to channel the eye, or a window to frame the view (as 

found at the Adachi Art Museum). 

 

• At each viewpoint, in order to promote wellbeing, comfortable and accessible 

seating should be provided. Consideration must be given to the weather e.g. 

protection from the wind, rain or sun. Depending on the viewpoint, seating should 

be provided facing different directions, enabling those experiencing accessibility 

challenges to view more of the park/garden with minimum effort. This design 

features also provides carers with a physical break. 

•  In urban areas, rooftops could be used to provide a suitable location for a garden 

where space is otherwise lacking. These urban rooftop gardens are likely to have the 

added benefit of good transportation links. 

Windows framing the view at Adachi Art Museum and Gardens 
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• Access by private vehicle and public transport must be considered at the outset. 

Clear information on transportation links should be provided on a website to enable 

pre-planning. 

• Accessible toilet and changing facilities must be available. 

• Collaborations to create works which link art, nature and spirituality should be 

promoted. 

Gardening programmes: 

• Raised beds should enable wheelchair users to work front on by pulling their 

wheelchair underneath. Spaces for this should be on each side of the raised bed so 

that users can engage in conversation. 

• Programmes must be facilitated by a strong leader with clear vision of the 

programme’s aims. They must be open to new ideas and doing things differently. 

They must have the ability to successfully interact with, and promote interaction 

amongst the target population. This is essential considering the potential social 

vulnerability of participants who may have been isolated for some time. The 

required personality traits should be established at the outset but specific skills can 

be learnt through training. 

• Participants should have the opportunity to work for something tangible, e.g. a share 

of the produce to take away or to enjoy at the end of a session, e.g. a fruit smoothie 

or vegetable soup. 

• Programmes should be carefully structured with the target group in mind. For 

example, for those with mild cognitive impairments, a session may include gentle 

exercise, a simple therapeutic activity during which conversation and recall would be 

encouraged, a group sensory walk, a debrief and the opportunity to feedback, with 

assistance where required. 

Actions  
In working towards the above recommendations, the following actions have already taken 
place: 
 
On return from my travels, I joined a local community gardening group. This provided me 
with useful contacts who have assisted me in widening my network and reaching locally 
influential individuals. Some members of this group are now on board in working to 
establish an accessible community gardening facility. The group has also provided me with 
further thoughts on what is already available locally and what is very much required, 
particularly from a wheelchair user’s perspective. For example, as a wheelchair user the jobs 
which I can assist with are limited due to the location of many of the beds on a slope which I 
cannot reach. Whilst the group are very welcoming and have made efforts to be inclusive, 
e.g. extending two picnic tables for wheelchair users, my limited ability to participate is not 
conducive to my sense of self-worth. It would not be possible for this group to incorporate 
my recommendations due to their limited site which is located between a steep cliff and the 
estuary. 
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I had a successful meeting with Truro City Council’s Community Development Officer to 
discuss the setting up of a community garden on a rooftop site which I had been informed 
was suitable and available. He was very much on board with and excited by this possibility 
for our community. I fed on my recommendations which were well received. Unfortunately, 
following further investigation, the initial site proposed is not suitable due to the strength of 
the roof. We have another meeting schedule to explored other options. 
I met with a County Councillor who has a specific interest in community projects e.g. Truro 
Loops, and is very active in his work towards this. He was enthusiastic about my 
recommendations and has made a generous donation towards establishing an accessible 
community garden. He was also particularly helpful in linking me with one of the facilitators 
at Penair Community Garden and the owner of Moresk Forest who invited to visit his land 
and various projects with a view to delivering my recommendations. 
 
I have attended other local events to widen my knowledge of what is happening in this field 
locally and to broaden my network. These events have included: the inaugural Truro Loops 
Project meeting, and a talk ‘Little Stories of Nature and Wellbeing’ run by Exeter University 
and the Sensory Trust about the relationship between people, the natural environment and 
wellbeing. 
 
I have established a working group ‘Friends of Accessible Growing Communities’ with the 
aim of setting up and running a local gardening facility based upon my recommendations. 
The founding members have a wide range of relevant skills, including Occupational Therapy, 
Education, Social Work, Sensory Impairments, Learning Disabilities and Business 
Administration. We meet weekly. 
I continue to build upon my social media following to further my knowledge and generate 
interest in my project.  
 
The following actions are planned for the coming year(s): 

Action Date to be achieved by 

Presentation about the accessible community rooftop gardens 
visited in Singapore as an example of what is possible and to 
generate interest in establishing a similar facility locally 

End of March 2018 

Visit thriving community garden in Totnes with founding 
members of Friends of Accessible Growing Communities 

April 2018  

Target individuals with relevant interests and skills with a view 
to them joining ‘Friends of’ group 

Ongoing 

Support local community gardening group, based at Victoria 
Garden, due to be established early 2018 (note: this group aims 
to regenerate an existing park) 

Ongoing 

Meet with Richard Budge, Head Gardener with Truro City 
Council, to show support for Victoria Garden plans and to 
discuss ideas for accessible community garden 

TBA  

Meet with Truro Parks Community Development Officer with 
focus on grants/fundraising 

TBA 
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Visit Moresk Forest and associated projects to share 
recommendations 

February 2018 

Contact/visit Incredible Edible projects at Penryn and Pensilva 
Explore possibilities regarding Incredible Edible group for Truro 

March 2018 

Explore potential sites for garden with Truro Loops February 2018 

Look into Urban Gardeners Republic as option for low cost 
gardening design support 

March 2018 

 
 

 
 

 
Lilly flowers, Japan 
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Appendices 

Case Studies 
 
1. Singapore’s Community Gardens: Jurong East Street 32 
 
Launched in May 2005, Singapore’s Community in Bloom nationwide gardening movement 
aims to foster a community spirit and bring together residents, both young and old, to 
transform Singapore into a garden city. Today, Community in Bloom has close to 1,000 
community gardens across Singapore that have engaged over 20,000 residents.  
Located atop a multi-story car park with accessible lift access, Jurong East Street 32 is a 
colourful and accessible oasis, surrounded by high rise residential housing. Bringing together 
members of the local community from a range of different backgrounds and ethnicities, the 
garden promotes inclusiveness and social connectivity based on a collective work model 
where all tasks are shared – subject to people’s abilities. 
 
The gardens are initially set up with a small grant (following an application via Community in 
Bloom). From then on, gardens have to find their own funding. In this case, we were told 
Jurong East Street 32 has a soil sponsor and some funds are generated by winning garden 
prizes.  
 
Lower-income residents are incentivised to get involved with the garden with certain 
rewards available. For example, two hours of work in the garden can earn a local grocery 
voucher. This type of community service is encouraged in Singapore. The gardens encourage 
people of all ages (although predominantly the elderly aged between 60 and 85) to take 
part. This is demonstrated through the adaptations made, for example, there are raised 
beds which enable elderly and disabled people to participate. 
 
Jurong East Street provided many great examples of low-cost or make-shift gardening 
materials often sourced from discarded materials such as plastic containers. 
 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201505/the-power-awe-sense-wonder-promotes-loving-kindness
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201505/the-power-awe-sense-wonder-promotes-loving-kindness
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Accessible raised beds 

For a more in-depth case study, please refer to my blog post: 
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/13/visiting-singapores-community-
gardens/  
 
2 – The Therapeutic Garden Hort Park, Singapore  
 
Singapore’s National Park programme launched a therapeutic garden at Hort Park, 
Singapore’s first therapeutic garden in a public park, in May 2016. The garden was 
developed in consultation with the National University Health System, based on best 
practices and evidence-based design principles relating to therapy for improving mental 
wellbeing. At the time of visiting, a further 10 therapeutic gardens were in the pipeline in 
Singapore with two to be launched in September 2017.  
 
Specifically developed for people who have experienced a stroke or who have Alzheimer’s 
or dementia, the therapeutic garden hosts a series of therapy sessions based on improving 
wellbeing amongst core groups. Moving forward, there are also plans in place to develop 
programmes for children with special needs. The garden forms part of Singapore’s action 
plan for successful ageing which states “NParks will progressively enhance our network of 
parks to incorporate more senior-friendly amenities such as upgraded toilets, footpaths, 
lightings and exercise equipment.” 
 
Located within Hort Park; a 23-hectare park encompassing a selection of gardens and 
activities such as The Butterfly Garden, Lifestyle Corner and the Flora walk, the therapeutic 
garden is small (approximately 150 square metres) and offers a restorative and a 
complementary activities zone. 
 
Within Hort Park, we learnt that various activities are arranged monthly for the public in 
collaboration with private sector supporters. School collaborations are also run extensively 
to initiate gardening awareness and nature appreciation among young children. 

https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/13/visiting-singapores-community-gardens/
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/13/visiting-singapores-community-gardens/
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For a more in-depth case study, please refer to my blog posts: 
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/30/hort-park-singapore/ 
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/09/15/research-at-the-therapeutic-
garden-hort-park/  

 

3 –Khoo Teck Puat Hospital, Singapore 

A part public and part private hospital, Khoo Teck 
Puat has outstanding gardening and wellbeing 
credentials. The acute hospital which has 550 
beds and serves up to 700,000 residents in the 
northern region of Singapore has been 
referenced time and time again for its wellbeing 
design.  

 
The hospital is modelled on the Shangri-La Hotel. 

Former CEO of Alexandra Health 
Singapore, Mr Liak Teng Lit, played a key 
role in the hospital planning. Mr Liak 
Teng Lit questioned why there was a 
need to be devoid of luxury just because 
you are a patient in hospital. His focus 
was to create a space focused on 
wellbeing, integrating gardens and 
greenery throughout. For every square 
metre of land that was used, three 
square metres of greenery were added. 
Due to the limited size, this was achieved 
by integrating vertical gardens on the building facade, as well as rooftop gardens and 
dedicated garden spaces. 
Khoo Teck Puat boasts 16 gardens and 700 pot plants. It’s location backs onto a lake, 
providing views to those in the most basic wards. Although Singapore has no National 
Health Service, health bills are subsidised by the government, dependent on the patient’s 
economic position. Common areas include garden spaces and water features and the 
hospital boasts over 100 butterfly species and over 100 fish species. The elevators are 
adorned with garden pictures on the ceilings and balconies are decorated with greenery 
which patients can observe from their bedside. In Tower C of the hospital is what they 
describe as a “de-stress corner”, a calming garden area that looks out onto the lake below. 
Nearby, there is a bamboo garden which grows vertically providing views to the wards 
above. Other facilities include a sizeable food court and gym looking out onto the garden 
and lake.  

Feeling textured plants 

Therapeutic gardening group displaying work produced in session 

https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/30/hort-park-singapore/
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/09/15/research-at-the-therapeutic-garden-hort-park/
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/09/15/research-at-the-therapeutic-garden-hort-park/
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   ‘De stress' corner in hospital 

Khoo Teck Puat is unique in its design and layout. The garden areas within the hospital are 
not solely intended for passive enjoyment and there are various horticulture therapy 
programmes available. The hospital also boasts a rooftop garden, run by 22 volunteers. The 
garden produces hundreds of organic crops sold twice a week in the hospital’s grounds, 
however it is not open to patients. 

. 

For a more in-depth case study, please refer to my blog post: 
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/18/khoo-teck-puat-hospital-
singapore/  
 
 
4 – Forest Therapy, Okutama, Japan  
 

In the eighties the phrase “forest bathing” (Shinrin-Yoku) was developed by government 
officials at the Forest Agency of Japan to encourage healthier lifestyles by taking regular 

Hospital grounds 

Organic vegetables grown in hospital garden and sold to public 

https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/18/khoo-teck-puat-hospital-singapore/
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/08/18/khoo-teck-puat-hospital-singapore/
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walks in specially designated forests. “Forest Therapy” has developed as a research-based 
healing practice based on immersion in forests with the aim of promoting mental and 
physical health, and improving disease prevention, whilst, at the same time, being able to 
enjoy and appreciate the forest.   
 
In 2008, Okutama became the first area in Tokyo to be approved as a forest therapy site. It 
is located a two-hour train journey north of the centre of Tokyo. The forest is mainly cedar, 
but there are also Cypress, Mulberry, Laurel, Magnolia, Pine, Maple, Hazel, Japanese 
Pepper, Wild Berry, Dogwood, and White Tamo trees. There are thriving vines such as kiwi, 
ivies, wild grapes vines, silver vines, and Wisteria. There are also flowers including wild 
lillies, a flower similar to foxgloves, and the tail of the tiger flower. 
 
 
 

Immersed in the forest 



 
 
 
 

44 
 

 
We took our time to observe nature in detail. 

 
For a more in-depth case study, please refer to my blog post: 
https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/07/08/forest-therapy-at-okutama/ 
 
5 – Tokyo Metropolitan Parks Association, Tokyo, Japan 
Tokyo Metropolitan Park Association is an affiliated organisation of Tokyo Metropolitan 
Government, responsible for 9 historic gardens and 55 parks within the city. The 
organisation’s aims, as stated on its website, are: 
 
(1) Promote planting tree by managing the Municipal tree-planting funds of Tokyo. 
(2) Develop park greening business and waterside environment business in order for 
Citizens of Tokyo to enjoy comfortable and relaxed life. 
 
Examples of managed parks: 
 
Hibiya Park is located in the most populous area, the business centre of Marunouchi and 
just a short walk from several metro stations. Previously the location of a palace, then a 
military drilling ground, the area was established in its current form, as an urban park, in 
1903. The park includes two western style flower gardens, water features and open grassy 
areas. It houses sports facilities, two outdoor music halls, a restaurant, museum and toilet 
facilities. This park design is noted for its cultural appeal, hosting frequent events 
throughout the summer season. Artefacts from around the world are located throughout 
the garden, e.g. the Liberty Bell, which was donated by the US in 1952. Beer drinking is 
permitted in the park after 6pm. The laws were changed to allow this 11 years ago: it is 
unusual in Japan and of conflicting appeal. The manager of this park is looking to replicate 
aspects of New York’s Central Park, in creating open areas with a relaxed ambience for 
Tokyo’s residents to enjoy.  
 

It was important to savour the view. 

https://horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/2017/07/08/forest-therapy-at-okutama/
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Hama-rikyu Gardens is a historic spot located in the central area of Tokyo Bay, and famed 
for its views of the city’s skyline. It occupies a tidal area with a sluice gate which opens and 
shuts to regulate the water level in the garden’s water features. These features are central 
to this garden’s design and include a tidal pond, two wild duck hunting sites and a moat. The 
pond is supplied by sea water and is therefore unusual, considering its urban garden 
location, in that it contains a variety of ocean fish. There are several traditionally styled yet 
functional bridges. The earth removed to form the ponds has been used to build hillocks, 
now grass covered and providing a vantage point from which Tokyo’s residents can view 
beautiful moon scenery at night and the cherry blossoms in springtime. The garden’s 
manicured trees are also of note with over 600 pines. Hama-rikyu is a traditional setting 
which has been resistant to change.  

 
Yoyogi Park is the fourth largest urban park in Tokyo and of particular appeal to the young. 
It is located in the fashionable Shibuya district, again a short walk from several metro 
stations. The area has served several purposes over time and housed the Olympic Village for 
the 1964 Olympic Games. It was opened in its current form in the 1990s. The park comprises 
good sporting facilities and provides well for walkers, runners and cyclists. It is considered a 
forest park and there are areas of trees, providing lots of shade. Planned developments 
include a concert stage and a kindergarten within the grounds. 
 
6- Japanese Temple Gardens 
 
Many of Japan’s most famous gardens are found within the grounds of a temple. In contrast 
to Western gardens, these temple gardens are rich in symbolism and draw heavily on the 
Shinto and Zen Buddhism religions. The traditional Japanese concept of balance is very 
important within gardens based on the Buddhist faith and applies to both the garden and 

View of city skyline from Hama-rikyu Gardens 
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the buildings. Even though they are artificial, great thought goes into balance and 
coordinating this artificiality with surrounding nature. 
 
Ginkakuji Temple, Kyoto 
 
Ginkakuji, "Temple of the Silver Pavilion" was a retirement villa for the Shogun Ashikaga 
Yoshimasa but following his death it was converted to a Rinzai sect Zen temple. Yoshimasa 
had a deep interest in the arts and spent eight years constructing this garden which reflects 
his refined taste. The garden is famous for its raised sand garden raked with patterns of 
waves.  
 

 
Patterns of the waves raked into the sand. 

For a more in-depth case study, please refer to my blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1133 
 
 
7- Yasugi Adachi Art Museum Garden 
                                                                
The museum garden, opened in 1970, holds various types of scenic garden: the moss 
garden, the dry landscape garden, the pond garden, and the white gravel and pine garden. It 
is a typical example of a viewing garden whereby the gardens are viewed through windows 
from the inside of the museum looking out: nobody sets foot on the garden. This allows 
maximum time for maintenance of the plants and shrubs (as opposed to upkeep resulting 
from footfall). Great prominence has been given to the harmonious connection between the 
gardens and the surrounding environment.  The museum includes a diverse range of 
artwork including paintings of animals, summer scenes, and mountains: the garden is 
referred to as a living Japanese painting. 
 

https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1133
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8- Teshima Art Museum, Teshima Island 
 
Teshima is a small island located off the coast of Takamatsu in the Seto Inland Sea. The 
museum hosts a single piece of art work and was designed collaboratively by an architect, 
Ryue Nishizawa, and artist, Rei Naito. This work draws together architecture, art and nature. 
 
 

 
For further details, please refer to my blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1497 
 

Adachi Art Museum and Gardens 

Teshima Art Museum 

https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1497
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10- Kenrokuen Garden, Kanazawa 
 
Kenrokuen Garden originated over 300 years ago as the back garden of Kanazawa Castle. 
Following this it has been gradually developed and extended over generations. It is a 
strolling garden with many ponds and hills representing nature. Kenrokuen is known as the 
Garden of the Six Sublimities as it has the rare attribute of including all six of the different 
sublime qualities, according to Ancient Chinese tradition, to which a garden can aspire. 
 

 
For further details, please refer to my blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/671 
 
 
11- Ritsurin Garden, Takamatsu 
 
Ritsurin Garden is one of the biggest in Japan and is located in Takamatsu; the largest city on 
the island of Shikoku. It’s known to be one of Japan’s famous historical strolling and 
landscape gardens, set against the backdrop of Mt Shiun. It was believed that the garden 
was originally created in the 16th century belonging to the Sato clan and after ruling by 
successive generations of the Yorishige Matsudaira family was opened to the public in 1875. 
In 1953, Ritsurin was designated a scenic place of natural beauty by the Japanese 
government. 
 
 

https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/671
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For further details, please refer to my blog post: 
https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1528 
 
 
 

https://wordpress.com/post/horticulturetherapy1.wordpress.com/1528

