
10 The Green Parent 

I
f the idea of pounding up 
and down in a neon-lit, air-
conditioned gym leaves you 
in a cold sweat, why not jump 
off the traditional treadmill 

and turn over a new leaf at one of the 
growing numbers of Green Gyms 
sprouting up across the country?

Community Gardening
Green Gyms combine community 
gardening and conservation 
with a physical workout. This 
environmentally-friendly exercise is 
a great way to burn calories without 
leaving a carbon footprint. Run by 
the British Trust for Conservation 
Volunteers (BTCV), sessions are free, 
and best of all; are usually open to 
children - so the whole family can join 
in. The more strenuous tasks at a Green 
Gym have even been shown to burn 
almost a third more calories than a 
step aerobics class.
 
Kids welcome
We recently took along our two 
children, aged 10 and five, to a Green 
Gym session in Wakefield. Apart 
from planting a few sunflowers and 
picking a few tomatoes, neither had 
shown more than a passing interest in 
horticulture so I wasn’t sure how they 
would get on. I needn’t have worried, 
however. 

Organiser Kathryn Barton from 
BTCV greets us warmly and takes the 
children off to the ‘nursery bed’ where 
they quickly find their green fingers. 
They are given free reign to forage 
through the garden peas, picking the 
young pods and devouring the sweet 
treasure inside. Essentially a master 
class in gardening skills, they are then 
shown how to identify weeds and to 
dig them out with little trowels. 
 Most Green Gym sessions start 
with a few stretches and a warm-up 
routine before getting stuck in to some 
serious spade work. “People move 
from different jobs so they’re not using 
the same muscle groups,” explains 
Kathryn. “They may do a bit of digging 
and then a bit of weeding. Digging is 
the most strenuous, along with path 
creating or building steps.” 

Natural health benefits
The more physically active gym 
members do the heavier garden tasks.  
The gym attracts people from all 
walks of life. Some are referred by 
their doctor, others are there to learn 
gardening skills; many don’t have their 
own gardens at home. Dr William Bird, 
the strategic health advisor for Natural 
England and a GP from Reading, 
who opened the first Green Gym 10 
years ago, tells me: “Being outside 
brings people together. The natural 

environment treats us all the same. 
In a gym or exercise class you have a 
hierarchy with the tanned and fit at 
the top end and people can feel out of 
place. In a natural environment you 
feel a lot less threatened, physically 
and mentally. It is also a good way to 
beat anxiety and depression.” Dr Bird’s 
research for Natural England found 
that people’s stress levels fall within 
minutes of being in contact with 
nature. 

Growing Culture
There are now 65 Green Gyms across 
the country helping an estimated 
6,000 people get fit and take part in 
conservation activities. Seventeen-
year-old Ben Wildey visits a Green 
Gym three times a week to learn 
the skills needed to build a career 

Nicky Solloway looks at an eco alternative to gym 
culture. And best of all, kids can join in too!

greengym
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bushes twining their way up the 
steep bank beyond the compost 
heaps. The Green Gym has built 
raised vegetable beds to make 
the sloping garden accessible 

to everyone. Kathryn shows us 
around the raised beds where organic 

Lollo Rosso lettuces line up in neat 
rows and the children marvel at the 
tall sweet corn plants rustling in the 
breeze. They spot a tiny frog leaping 
through the dappled undergrowth 
near the compost heap and excitedly 
run after it. Recycling and composting 
are all essential parts of this organic 
garden. In another corner, potato 
plants sprout up through a heap of old 
tyres. The poly tunnel is packed with 
cucumbers, plum tomatoes, glistening 
aubergines and a herb garden. “The 
children love the touchy feely part of 
it,” says Kathryn, as she inhales some 
pineapple sage leaves. Then it’s back to 
the nursery bed to learn how to tie up 
some unruly sunflowers before pulling 
up a few juicy carrots.

Lunch included
The free session at Lupset Green Gym, 
in Wakefield, West Yorkshire, runs for 
three and a half hours once a week 
and includes a free soup made in the 
nearby Healthy Living Centre, created 
of course, fresh from the vegetable 
patch. After lunch my children don’t 

need to be asked twice if they’d like 
to pick some raspberries. Our own 
raspberries at home never hang around 
for long, so being given free reign on 
someone else’s bushes goes down very 
nicely. As they dash around the fruit 
bushes in the sun, plucking the red 
fruit hiding beneath the leaves, I can’t 
help but think, what better way to 
spend a day of the school holiday? The 
Green Gym has everything all rolled 
into one: green exercise, education, 
community spirit and fun. Plus it 
hasn’t cost a penny. And then just as 
we’re leaving, we’re handed a bag of 
fresh produce we helped to pick... the 
smile on my children’s faces says it all.

in agriculture. As we talk he forks 
through the carrot crop. “Everyone’s 
always friendly and you learn 
something new every time you come. 
The exercise is very physical - you can 
feel it straight away,” he says, pulling 
on a stubborn weed. “I’ve only been 
coming for two weeks but I can really 
feel it. Weeding is really good exercise 
- you are always on the move.”

Occupational therapy
Meanwhile, Green Gym member 
Simon Wright finds gardening is 
good therapy for the symptoms of 
a stroke a few years ago. “It’s very 
interesting and variable, I come for 
the occupational therapy to try to help 
this hand,” he says, pointing to his stiff 
left arm. “I’ve tried several things to 
alleviate the effects of the stroke, and 
find that swimming and gardening 
help.”  He digs deep into one of 
the borders to unearth a healthy 
crop of salad potatoes.

Transforming the land 
“A year and a half ago, this 
was waste land,” says Kathryn, 
as she sweeps her hand towards 
the neat raised beds, the stubby 
apple trees and the thick raspberry 

There are now 65 Green 
Gyms across the 

country helping an 
estimated 6,000 people get fit

‘Green Gyms combine community gardening 
and conservation with a physical workout’

WHAT HAPPENS AT A SESSION?
n ‘Tool Talk’ - the safe handling 
and correct use of tools are 
discussed
n Warm up exercise to prepare 
muscles for activity to reduce the 
risk of injury
n Work session, Refreshments
Work session, Gather up tools
n Cooling down exercises to 
prevent stiffness

RESOURCES
To find your nearest Green Gym, 
visit btcv.org.uk.
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