BTCV Green Gym

Name of Project: 

BTCV Green Gym(
Short description of Practice:

The BTCV Green Gym provides physical activity and benefits to mental well being through gardening and local environmental improvement. Participants take part in activities such as planting trees, growing food on allotments and creating nature areas. There are over 80 Green Gyms in the UK.  www.btcv/greengym
All BTCV Green Gyms will have the following features:

· As a minimum, offer weekly (approximately 3 hour) sessions of practical activity throughout the year.

· Are endorsed by local health services, including doctors and nurses, who recommend  people to take part in BTCV Green Gym.

· Follow health and safety procedures, including a risk assessment, first aid provision and warm-up and cool-down stretches to prevent injury.

· Aim to become self-sustaining.  BTCV trains the participants so that they form their own community group which takes full responsibility for running the BTCV Green Gym programme.  These groups are run entirely by volunteers, independently of BTCV, after the first 2 years.

Target-groups

The target group will vary, depending on the needs of the local community where the project is located.  In general, the target group are:

· Inactive people (people doing less than 30 minutes of physical activity five times a week, which is the Chief Medical Officer’s recommendation).

· People who want to get fitter, but don’t like traditional gyms or sports centres.

· People with minor mental health problems, such as stress, depression or anxiety.

In addition, BTCV has just launched a ‘School BTCV Green Gym’, where children who don’t take enough exercise, including overweight children, can take part in BTCV Green Gym as an after-school club or as a physical education lesson.

How many visitors / users per year:

Each BTCV Green Gym involves approximately 40 participants a year.

Maximum capacity:

Each BTCV Green Gym session can accommodate approximately 12 participants.

Has research been done on this type of nature and specifically this Practice: 

The health benefits have been independently evaluated by the School of Health and Social Care at Oxford Brookes University. 

A summary of the evaluation of the pilot projects is available at:

http://www2.btcv.org.uk/gg_summary.pdf
A National Evaluation began in 2003, which has found that BTCV Green Gym is socially inclusive and successful in introducing traditionally excluded groups to environmental conservation volunteering, whilst keeping an emphasis on health.  Key findings of the interim report, based on 538 participants are:

· 47% are unemployed

· 29% of participants have no formal qualification

· 9% are recommended by health services

· 64% do not take part in any other voluntary activities

· 67% are completely new to conservation volunteering

· The daily activities of 14% are compromised by their physical health

· 20% find their daily activities affected by their mental and emotional health

The National Research demonstrates the mental and physical health benefits.  Those joining BTCV Green Gym with the poorest physical and mental health show the most improvement.  90% of participants who join with well below average scores for mental and physical health show an improved score over a time period of approximately 7 months.

What are health effects noticed by yourselves and by the users:

· Enabling sedentary people to increase their levels of physical activity by providing an alternative to traditional gyms and sports centres which is easily accessible.
· Preventing mental and physical illness by providing people who are at risk of ill health, such as those who are isolated, with opportunities for social contact, and exercise.
· Providing contact with nature which has been shown to have a restorative effect on mental health, helping to relieve stress and depression.

· Enabling people on incapacity benefit  - including those with mental health problems - to develop self-confidence, social and practical skills so that, where appropriate, they progress into employment.
· Reducing the stigma associated with mental health problems by providing integrated projects where people with mental illness work alongside others from the local community

· Creating visibly cared for environments so that local communities feel safe to use these areas for other activities which promote their mental and physical well-being. 

· Addressing health inequalities by involving people from deprived communities and those who are most in need.

In the words of two Green Gym participants:

“Coming to the Green Gym has really helped my recovery, I feel fitter, healthier and it has helped me make new friends at a time when I was recovering from serious illness.” 

Michael 

“Since becoming disabled I have been looking for a way to contribute toward the community, with the Green Gym I have been able to do this and help the environment as well, two for the price of one”

Richard
Who took the initiative for this Practice:

The concept was developed by BTCV with a GP – Dr. William Bird- in 1997. BTCV is a leading voluntary organisation in the UK and our vision is of a better environment where people are valued, included and involved. A key area of our activity is to build healthy and sustainable communities. www.btcv.org  BTCV Green Gym is a registered trade mark of BTCV.

Which organisations are involved:

Projects will be established by by a local partnership, involving BTCV, the local authority (local council), local health service and other community and voluntary organisations.

Most BTCV Green Gyms are initially organised and managed by a BTCV ‘Project Officer’. Their role is to facilitate local community involvement and the development of BTCV Green Gym groups. They provide training, support and guidance to community members, with the expectation that after 2 years the group will be self-directed. After this time, the group is organised and managed by local volunteers.  

By a licence agreement, BTCV can support and train local groups or another organisation to develop BTCV Green Gym groups in place of a BTCV Officer. For example, other environmental charities or local authorities.  BTCV is also licencing Green Gym to organisations outside of the UK, such as Australia.

Local health services, including the Primary Care Trust (which is the local health service), doctors, nurses and mental health workers recommend people into BTCV Green Gyms.

Local authorities often provide open spaces for activities.

How is financing organised:

BTCV do not have funds to develop BTCV Green Gyms.  Whenever there is interest in setting up a project, BTCV must work with local partner organisations to raise funds.  The majority of funding is raised from the lottery and national government grants.  Some funding is provided by local authorities and Primary Care Trusts.

Start-up funding is normally for 2 years, after which time, the participants are expected to run the BTCV Green Gym, on a voluntary basis, organised as a community group. However, some funding is needed from year 3 onwards in order to cover the groups running costs, and BTCV’s costs in providing outreach support to the group.   

Start up funding is approximately £25,000 per year in the first 2 years.  Thereafter, approximately £5000 a year is needed.

Is the future safe for this Practice (financing, personell, clients):

Future development of this practice relies on our ability to generate further funding.  It also depends on winning the support of the health service, who often focus on treating illness above prevention.  Having said that, I am confident that we will be able to expand the BTCV Green Gym into the future.

What were the difficulties to start this Practice:

The key challenges are –

· Securing funding.

· Recruiting participants.

· Enabling the participants to take full responsbility for running the BTCV Green Gym programme after the intial 2 year funding has come to an end.  Many are reluctant to take on this level of responsibility. 

What difficulties are currently endangering continuation of this Practice:

As above.

Are there possibilities to expand:

Yes, there is a great deal of interest in the project from national and local government and the health service.  The project enjoys substantial press coverage.  BTCV are currently leading a partnership which is bidding for a major lottery grant to develop 150 BTCV Green Gyms in England.  The result will be known in July 2007.

Contact info (name, tel nr. Email, website) for further info:

Chloe Kegg

Operations Support Manager

BTCV Green Gym
www.btcv.org/greengym
C.Kegg@btcv.org.uk
 BTCV, Southwater Country Park, Cripplegate Lane, Southwater, West Sussex, RH13 9UN Tel. 01403 730572

