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Benefits of Enabled Gardening  

By Jerry Chenault, Urban Regional Extension Agent 

 
Research has proven that gardening helps people time 
and time again. But what about those individuals that 
are physically disabled and/or wheelchair bound? Can 
gardening help them in any measureable way? Gardens 

can be created with all types of people in mind.  
 

Do you recall feeling more peaceful after a neighbor-
hood walk outdoors or in a wooded area? Ever felt like 
you had more energy after pulling weeds in a flower 
bed? The seemingly magical benefits you felt interact-
ing with nature are the same benefits that help others 
to relieve stress. Even gardening with individuals with 

disabilities can show surprising results in reducing 
stress and improving motor skills. Just 20 minutes of 
weeding or watering plants produces measureable and 
visible stress reductions in many individuals.  
 
Gardening also produces some real emotional benefits. 
Interacting with plants has given individuals a different 

sense of their place in life and can often divert thoughts 
of self and negative situations. Gardening stimulates 
the senses while empowering the gardener with some 
real creative and controlling opportunities. This pleas-
ure combined with the socialization that gardening of-
ten brings, creates changes in behavior, emotional ex-
pressions, and feelings of self -esteem. Disabled garden-

ers often feel a huge change in dependency due to the 
independent functioning gardening allows.  
 
Itôs no small wonder that following both World War I 
and II, veteran hospitals found garden therapy to be 
successful in treating disabled soldiers. Weôve known it 

for a long time, but it seems too simple to be true! As 
early as 1699 Leonard Maegar, writing in the English 

Gardener , advised his countrymen ñto spend their spare 
time in the garden either digging, setting out, or weed-
ing; there is no better way to preserve your health.ò 
 
Dr. Benjamin Rush, pioneer psychiatrist, researcher, 

and signer of our Declaration of Independence, de-
clared even in his time that ñdigging in the soil has a 
curative effect on the mentally ill.ò Dr. Rush also found 
that people who stayed busy with gardening and other 
endeavors were less likely to need medical treatment.  
 
(continued on page 3) 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Gardening for the Homeless  

By Michael McIntyre, Urban Regional Extension Agent 
 

Homeless shelters around the state provide food and 

shelter to those in need. Nothing is more satisfying than 
food when you are hungry or a comfortable home when 
itôs cold or rainy. Iôm almost certain that at some time in 
our lives we have experienced one of those circum-

stances. Although some shelters offer additional services 
such as educational programs and health checks, or gen-

erally help the homeless to achieve an independent 
status, none can provide the immediate satisfaction of 
food and shelter.  
 
According to the National Law Center for Homelessness 
and Poverty, approximately 3 million people in the United 
States experience an incident of homelessness, while 9 

million people experience hunger each year. Of the 3 mil-
lion, 30 percent are chronically homeless and 70 percent 
are temporarily homeless. As a result, 900,000 homeless 
people are in shelters permanently and are capable of 
working and contributing to the system that is caring for 
them, while another 39 million people experience food 

insecurity each year. But what exactly is food insecurity?  

 
A few homeless shelters are already conducting counsel-
ing programs to the drug and alcohol dependent users, 
which according to the United States Conference of May-
ors, account for 34 percent of the homeless population. 
Homeless shelters can incorporate gardening as an edu-

cation and therapeutic activity within their counseling 
program. The garden can be used as a therapeutic activ-
ity for the homeless, allowing them to exercise and live a 
healthier lifestyle. The shelter would spend less money 
purchasing vegetables and sometimes may have  
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The rewards of urban gardening are far 
beyond the bounties of fruits and vegeta-
bles. Gardening promotes beautiful com-
munity scenery, neighborly interactions, 
exercise, and other leisurely recreation 

for young and old alike. Moreover, grow-
ing our own fruits and vegetables result in 
fewer purchases and imports from other 
locations. When we purchase goods lo-
cally, we also reduce the cost of food and 
fuel that are bonuses people can appreci-
ate in a declining economy. In spite of the 

work required to keep gardens properly 
planted and weeded and the minor aches 
and pains that come with such labor, we 
generally perceive gardening as a relax-
ing experience that brings us closer to 
nature. Sharing the fruits of our labor and 
exchanging gardening tips have contrib-

uted to the nourishment of body and soul 
for many during difficult economic times. 
So in keeping with the spirit of budget -
friendly gardening, here are a few afford-
able insights for urban gardeners just in 
time for spring planting.  
 

Urban gardeners should think small be-

cause their space is generally very lim-
ited. Think about plants that grow in 
small spaces or in containers. For the 
fashionable, shabby chic is a gardening 
technique. Buy used and salvaged con-

tainers that are cracked or imperfect.  
Chipped urns and wide -mouth castaways 
are affordable finds at thrift stores, dis-
count marts, and yard sales. Start with 
good soil to give your plants a fighting 
chance. A soil sample will give you facts 
on how to prepare your planting area. 

Your local county Extension office can 
assist with a soil test for a minimal fee.  
 

Choosing the right plants can be fun and 
provide an opportunity for you to explore 
your creative side. A must for urban gar-
dening is to plant for beauty and function. 

Design your rows or place your plants 
considering height, width, color, location, 
and potential growth. If you are using 
containers, an added benefit is they can 
be placed in small awkward locations or in 
places where you probably never thought 

of growing a garden. Container gardens 
make pretty accents on your deck or 
patio, along walkways or steps, and 
amidst flower gardens and shrubbery.   
 

Cucumbers, summer squash, peppers, 
herbs, and tomatoes are great plants for 
small gardens that yield quick and fruit-
ful harvests. As a word of caution, sub-
urbanites should beware; natural wildlife 

take -a- liking to lush garden greens. But 
itôs hard to go wrong with tomatoes. 
Whether grown in containers or in large 
or small garden plots, there is a tomato 
to fit the bill and the menu. Fresh toma-
toes add zest to so many recipes from 
soups to salsas and they can be pre-

served easily for use in those favorite 
family dishes when they are no longer in 
season. Extensionôs online publications 
at www.aces.edu provide resources on 
how to properly store tomatoes. Ameri-
cans grow more than 1,000 varieties of 
this fruit (yes, tomatoes are classified as 

fruits) and yes, there is a Mortgage Lifter 
variety. The gardener that created the 
breed in the 1940s used profits from the 
sale of the tomato seedlings to pay off 
his mortgage and thus the name stuck.  
  
And what makes your garden grow?   

You can start from seeds or you can go 

with seedlings.  Seeds saved from the 
best crops of your favorite plants grown 
in earlier gardens or from seeds shared 
by a neighbor help ensure good quality 
yields. But remember, seeds saved   

from hybrid plants will unnecessarily 
produce the same kinds of fruit or   
vegetables as the plants from which   
you took the seeds.  
  
So, if you are a city mouse who has con-
templated taking the gardening plunge, 

2009 is a good year to begin. And, youôll 
get in your recommended daily sunlight 
to boost your vitamin D level. Donôt for-

get to apply sunscreen and wear a hat 
on your gardening ventures!  
  

Sensible Trivia for Affordable Urban Gardening 
By Jannie Carter, Extension Assistant Director 

Mortgage Lifter Tomatoes 

The gardener that created the 

breed in the 1940s used profits 

from the sale of the tomato 

seedlings to pay off his mort-

gage and thus the name stuck.  

Cucumbers, summer 

squash, peppers, herbs, and 

tomatoes are great plants 

for small gardens that yield 

quick and fruitful harvests. .  
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Benefits of  Enabled Gardening (continued from page 1) 

 

Gardening is an activity that can be adapted to all  
sorts of special needs from raised flower beds for    
people in wheelchairs or on walkers, to gardens for   
the blind that utilizes the five senses. Just remember  
to start small to avoid feeling overwhelmed by a new 

garden to maintain.  
 
The Bill Stewart Center in Moulton, Alabama has devel-
oped a good example of an enabled garden for the de-
velopmentally disabled. Built as a project of Extensionôs 
Urban Affairs & New Nontraditional Programs unit, this 
garden utilizes 4'x8' or 4'x16' raised wooden bed areas 

that are accessible by Stewart Center clientele. As a 
result of their involvement in this project, self -esteem 

and empowerment grow right alongside the plots of 
vegetables and flowers.  
 

Here are some tips for successful enabling 

gardens:   

¶ Handle sizes can be adjusted by utilizing foam 

tubes or other commercially made grips or tools. 
Foam tubes may be purchased from medical or 
plumbing supply stores as hot water line insulation. 
Medium to jumbo foam hair curlers may also be 

used to slip over tool handles for easier grip and 
use.  

¶ Tools with arm splints can be used to assist with 

gardening, and these may be a tax deductible ex-

pense.  

¶ Pathways for wheelchairs need to be smooth and at 

least 3 - ft wide. Wheelchair accessible bed areas 
need to be no more than 5 - ft wide if accessible 

from all sides, or 2.5 feet wide if used from only 
one side. Height will be determined by the user 
(approximately 24ò if used from a chair) and may 
be as high as 30ò if used for a standing gardener. 

¶ Hanging baskets can create planting areas where 

none exist, and can even be housed ñdouble-
deckerò style. They can also be lowered by a ratch-

eting pulley system or by a long metal pole with a 
curved top hook.  

¶ Deep boxes, barrels, and tubs can be used to make 

bed areas and normally need to have at least 12ò of 

potting soil/bed depth.  

¶ Water accessibility is a must and needs to be    

close to the site. The area cannot be muddy if 

wheelchair accessible, and needs to have a spigot 
at 24ò to 36ò above ground. Hand levers should be 
used rather than round spigot controls that must be 
hand - turned.  

¶ Mulch around plants will greatly reduce the need for 

weeding and watering. Soaker hoses or drip irriga-
tion help to eliminate the need to drag water hoses, 
and are more efficient watering methods.  

 

The following tips on enabled gardening 

come from the Washington State University 

Master Gardeners:  

 

¶ Choose plants that appeal to senses other than 

sight. For instance, use plants with differently tex-
tured leaves that are soft as lambôs ears or rough 
like heliotrope. Use scented plants such as herbs 
and fragrant flowers, as well as plants you hear 
when they rustle in a breeze.  

¶ Tie a cord around the handles of small tools to 

make retrieval easier if they are dropped.  

¶ Use gloves to protect hands and to help maintain 

your grip on tools.  

¶ Use a large magnifying glass to aid in seeing small 

plants and seeds.  

¶ Wear an apron or smock with large front pockets to 

carry seed packets and tools.  

¶ Use a piece of light -weight plastic pipe to help you 

sow seeds without bending over.  

¶ Carry a whistle. A short blast can alert others if you 

need help.  

¶ Rig hanging planters with a pulley to lower them for 

watering.  

¶ Grow vining varieties of peas and beans that can be 

trained up a trellis to make harvesting easier.  

¶ Use containers or raised beds for planting to limit 

bending and stooping.  

¶ A tool storage shed, cabinet, or just a mailbox 

mounted on a fencepost or raised bed edge, are 
also ideal features for an enabling garden. Tool 
pouches hung on a wheelchair or a walker can be 
real assets to gardeners, according to Joyce Schil-
len, author of The Growing Season . Schillen says 

that those with arthritis, disabilities, injuries, or 
other health problems can make gardening difficult 
without some special consideration, and those gar-
deners are ironicallyé the ones that could benefit 
most from gardening. We couldnôt agree more. 

 


