
 

 

 

 

Horticulture has been used over a long period as a form of activity and 

occupation within secure settings1. However, little has been written about its 

potential value and any benefits in this environment. In 2002 Thrive 

commissioned the first study into the issues facing horticultural projects 

operating in secure settings. As a first step in exploring this area of activity the 

study had four primary aims, to: 

1. Map horticultural projects operating in secure environments around the UK 

2. Investigate the benefits and problems experienced by practitioners and user 

of the horticultural services 

3. Examine the issues facing practitioners managing and operating horticultural 

projects 

4. Identify specific needs of practitioners operating horticultural projects within 

the secure environment.  

 

The study collected data from 104 horticultural projects, their staff and 

participants, highlighting the benefits and challenges of participating in 

horticultural activities within prisons and secure psychiatric facilities across the 

UK. Some of the findings from the report highlighted the fact that: 

• Projects varied greatly in size, the scope and nature, from very basic land 

clearing to extensive landscaping and commercial based production units 

• The majority of horticultural projects had been set up within the last five 

years, demonstrating a growth of interest in horticulture and its potential 

within secure settings 

• Results clearly indicated a balance between the use of commercial and 

amenity horticultural activities and the benefits these activities can provide 

for rehabilitation, learning and progressional opportunities for participants in 

the future 

• Training provision at horticultural projects ranged from informal learning to 

participants achieving accredited qualifications 

• One of the emerging themes of the research was the need for staff in 

secure settings to have qualifications and improved skills, specifically in the 

delivery of horticultural activities and the management of horticulture 

projects 

• Overall the participation of people in horticultural activities within a secure 

setting is thought to be very significant specifically providing a high degree 

of educational, occupational, health, social and rehabilitative benefits. 

Gathering the evidence 

 

The research was undertaken in three stages comprising benchmarking, mapping 

and an investigation of horticulture projects within prisons and secure psychiatric 

centres. The benchmarking element of the project involved the writing of a 

literature review and structured telephone interviews with managers and 

specialists about key issues affecting projects. The mapping exercise was 

conducted between May and July 2002 via a survey of projects and institutions 

within HM Prison Service, the NHS and privately funded psychiatric services. 

The investigation of projects was based on the 104 returned questionnaires, and 

comprised telephone interviews, with project practitioners and face to face 

interviews with practitioners and participants at projects within secure settings. 

 

 

 
1 Within this document the term ‘secure setting’ refers to all environments, that are separate from 

the open community which contain and support people who are either a risk to themselves or to the 

public. For example institutions and services within HM Prisons Service, the NHS, and privately 

funded psychiatric services. 
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Outcomes from the study 
 

A primary aim of the study was to investigate the benefits of participation in 

horticultural activities by people contained within secure accommodation. 

Whether it is in a prison or a hospital, the secure environment is extremely 

influential in determining the horticultural activities that can be carried out, the 

number of participants involved, the project’s operational requirements and 

outcomes. The results of the survey indicate that rehabilitation and personal 

development are the two main functions of horticultural activity in secure 

settings.  Work skills training and social development were the next two most 

frequently cited functions. As would be expected, rehabilitation and the 

therapeutic benefits of horticulture were more frequently raised within the 

hospital setting than in the prison context.  

Many of the findings from the study highlight the importance that horticulture 

plays in participants’ lives within the secure environment: I think it makes me 

feel higher, and I think it gives you a chance to be away from the ward and it 

makes you feel a bit better. The ward is noisy (hospital participant). 

The survey found that the educational, occupational and rehabilitative benefits of 

participation in horticultural activities were significant. And respondents from 

both hospitals and prisons listed improving relationships between participants, 

integrating with the community, life skills, and ownership as being some of the 

real benefits to participants. It was also noted that fresh air, fitness and weight 

control were among benefits that should also not be overlooked. Interviews 

yielded several examples of projects that paid attention to training and the 

promotion of expression of ideas, integrating literacy and numeracy skills, work 

and life skills training. Psychological benefits of participation highlighted by 

practitioners included: When you take some really rough and big prisoners who 

are doing some very careful tasks like pruning or potting up or pricking out, the 

prisoners have time to think when they’re out there in nature and fresh air 

(prison service participant).  

The context of confinement is a powerful influence on perceptions of activities. 

Participants described some of the contextual emotional benefits that they had 

experienced in their own words; a clear message was the emotional difference 

between the experience of being confined indoors and being outside in a work 

environment. I get a buzz out of seeing courgettes soon after they’ve been planted 

(prison participant). 

Decision-making and self-control were also mentioned by staff as being 

encouraged. Increased confidence was a common theme in the secure 

psychiatric hospitals. One in particular reported research at the unit that had 

found an ‘immense’ increase in confidence, self-esteem and hope. Practitioners 

commented on the social benefit of horticulture. According to staff, part of the 

social benefit in prison was seen as the opportunity to develop mutual 

understanding between project staff and prisoners who shared outdoor 

conditions of work. The project staff in hospitals acknowledged the value of 

teamwork and association as a means of acquiring or reinforcing social skills. 

One remarked that shared learning about horticulture could be a factor that 

brought staff and patients closer together. The staff and managers that work on 

the sites consider themselves as performing a number of functions and having a 

number of combined roles, including management, supervision, providing 

instruction, monitoring and evaluating as well as listening and communicating 

with participants. 
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Literature in context 

 

Until recently there has been little attempt to produce a comprehensive review of 

the literature of horticultural activities in secure settings within the UK. Whilst 

there is some published literature on the use of social and therapeutic 

horticulture in secure environments in the US (Relf, 1992), much of this tends to 

be anecdotal or textbooks for practitioners, and there is virtually no academic 

research in this field.  Two horticultural projects operating in the UK that have 

had written evaluations carried out on their operations include Leyhill Prison in 

Gloucestershire and the First Step Trust based at Broadmoor Hospital in 

Berkshire. This is a clear indication of the potential benefits of horticultural 

activity in secure settings. 

 

Leyhill Prison 

Leyhill is an open prison, housing up to 500 long-termers, many reaching the end 

of their sentences for sex offences and violent crimes, as well as short-term 

inmates. Vegetables and salad crops are grown on site, selling them to other 

prisons and the public. As many as 110 men work in the glasshouses, the 

garden shop, the arboretum, the museum of old rural machinery and the food 

processing works (Vidal, 2000: 2-3).The horticulture project is managed 

commercially supplying vegetables and salads to 27 prisons in the southwest, 

feeding over 10,000 inmates. The inmates at Leyhill are expected to take 

responsibility for their day-to-day lives. In the gardens, work starts at 8am and 

participants do a full working day. Some prisoners study for NVQs in 

horticulture. Others sit the examinations of the Royal Horticultural Society. Many 

former Leyhill gardeners have made careers in horticulture. Two of them run 

landscaping business and one is a manager at a garden centre (Pugh, 2001:11). 

Their project won gold at the Chelsea Flower show in 2001. 

 

First Step Trust (FST) Berkshire 

A study carried out by the Employment Support Programme at the Institute for 

Applied Health & Social Policy, King’s College London (Grove and Lockett, 2001) 

has been undertaken in relation to horticultural activities carried out by the FST 

Berkshire project within Broadmoor Hospital. The aim was to discover the impact 

the project was having on patient’s self esteem, self-confidence and functioning 

within the project and in the rest of the hospital. Findings from the study 

suggested that the project was having a positive impact on the participants. 

There was a growth in participant’s self-efficacy, self-esteem, confidence and 

motivation with an increase in their practical and social skills. Other findings 

related to the impact the project was having on the culture of the hospital and 

demonstrated that the project was challenging the traditional methods of 

working within the high secure hospital system and demonstrating a model of 

contemporary practice. Through carrying out the horticultural activities key 

characteristics were identified that enabled participants to function more 

effectively. Among these were opportunities for taking responsibility and 

changing the level of responsibility, a high level of patient involvement in 

decision-making and the focus on commercial work. 

 

The challenges and obstacles 
 

As would be expected, security considerations were frequently cited as common 

obstacles in carrying out common tasks often taken for granted in a more open 

setting. But the security obstacles did not limit project staff from being creative 

in the provision of horticultural activities within secure settings and carrying out 

varied programmes. Staff operating within the prison service were conscious of 

obstacles arising from problems in the wider prison system, for example the 

construction of buildings to provide more prisoner accommodation could displace 
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some garden areas, short sentences reduced the opportunity to train horticulture 

skills over the changing seasons and prisoner movement from one prison to 

another meant that a commitment to work on a particular project could not be 

sustained. Staff working within hospital settings raised the issues of insufficient 

numbers of staff and suitably qualified staff with proven experience. Lack of 

support for horticultural projects within the wider secure environment was also 

expressed and in some cases insufficient support from senior managers because of 

their lack of understanding as to the purpose of the horticultural project. 

Practitioners based at horticultural projects in the study were asked to indicate if 

they had any specific support needs. The majority stated they were looking for 

support on training, increased development of horticultural activities within secure 

environments, support with funding and training resources, networking and 

community links. Training and external support were more often seen as 

significant issues in the prison context than in hospitals. 

 

The future 
The Horticulture in Secure Settings study is a first step into the world of 

horticulture and gardening activities within prisons and secure psychiatric services. 

Many examples exist of these activities being used as a vehicle for skills 

acquisition and promoting training and employment. Additional studies have shown 

that providing skills acquisition through real experience can lead to improved self-

belief and self-control within secure environments. It is clear from the study that 

horticulture can become a vehicle for a range of purposes, several of which can 

bring physical, social and mental benefits to people within secure settings. All 

these have a huge impact on the likelihood of a person re-offending. From 

interviews with senior prison managers it is evident that the reconstruction of the 

prison estate over the next few years is likely to favour horticulture at the expense 

of farms: 

The likelihood is that we will phase out farming, and put an expansion in the 

horticultural side…(prison service). 

Looking further into the future it was suggested that seeking pro-active links with 

employers could lead to more job-relevant training, and additional training such as 

basic skills acquisition could be implemented in more practical contexts: 

We’ve got to try and get local employers keen to employ prisoners on release and 

if we take that on the horticultural side there is a potential we can do that (prison 

service). 

Resources and information systems were highlighted to make for more coherent 

and controlled operations, spreading knowledge across the sector. Linked to this it 

was suggested a system would be useful to support offenders once released, to 

access horticultural projects in the community. At a more structural level 

practitioners suggested that the basic planning and design of architecture and land 

use in the hospitals was an important factor in the development of horticulture and 

could contribute to a wider number of people being involved than just those 

participating in the horticultural project. A number of practitioners operating within 

both prisons and psychiatric facilities highlighted the need to promote their work 

outside the secure perimeter and to link up with community-based projects. 

 

Although there are similarities between horticulture projects within the prison and 

psychiatric sectors the study highlighted the differing needs. This issue was raised 

by practitioners wanting further support and information with practitioner 

networks, training, the sharing of good practice and long-term planning for 

sustainability. 
Updated: October 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


