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EXPERT COMMENT: How community
gardening could ease your climate
concerns

Assistant Professor of Psychology, Dr Jose Yong explores climate anxiety and
how community gardening can be used as a tool to manage this.

Every day, we are bombarded with messages about a world in crisis.
Alongside the ongoing reminders of wars, economic recessions and social
unrest is news about natural disasters and extreme weather – be that
prolonged droughts, freak heatwaves and wildfires or devastating floods and
landslides.

https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/our-staff/y/jose-yong/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-66799518
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/20/extreme-weather-continues-across-europe-as-more-hot-weather-looms


It’s possible that our growing awareness of climate issues may arise from the
over-reporting of negative news in a media-fuelled and hyper-globalised
world. But what’s happening to our environment also appears unprecedented.
Global sea levels rose two-and-a-half times faster between 2006 and 2016
than they did throughout nearly the whole 20th century, and climate-related
disasters have tripled over the past three decades.

Many people are becoming understandably anxious. This is especially true for
young people, who have their whole lives ahead of them on a planet
inherited from those who, generally speaking, have neglected to care for it. A
YouGov poll from 2020 found that 70% of 18–24 year olds were worried
about the environment.

Worrying can be a problem when it becomes overwhelming and prevents you
from living your life. Studies have shown that climate anxiety (distress about
climate change and its impacts on the planet, future disasters and the future
of human existence) can lead to shortness of breath, worsen physical health
and interfere in social relationships or functioning at school or work.

The growing awareness of this emerging mental health issue has led to some
suggestions on how to cope with climate anxiety. We can take action by
recycling more, buying goods with less packaging or cutting down on
consumption and waste. No matter how small they seem, actions like these
can promote conversations and awareness and prompt more substantial
lifestyle shifts.

Nevertheless, some people may find it hard to manage their emotions,
especially younger people who have, according to research, less control of
their feelings. Trying to reduce your carbon footprint might also feel too
trivial to convince yourself that any actual difference will be made.

One potentially more engaging and effective way to cope with the anxiety
brought on by the climate crisis is community gardening. This is an activity
where people come together to harvest and maintain plants and crops on
designated plots of land.

In 2018, the Woodland Trust (the UK’s largest woodland conservation charity)
set up the UK’s first Young People’s Forest in Derbyshire. The project involved
enlisting schools, scout groups and other young people to cultivate the area,
resulting in the planting of 250,000 trees.

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/feb/17/steven-pinker-media-negative-news
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2019/09/ipcc-sea-level-rise-report/598765/
https://humanitarianaction.info/article/climate-crisis-humanitarian-crisis
https://friendsoftheearth.uk/climate/over-twothirds-young-people-experience-ecoanxiety-friends-earth-launch-campaign-turn
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/climate-anxiety/
https://theconversation.com/eco-anxiety-climate-change-affects-our-mental-health-heres-how-to-cope-202477
https://knowablemagazine.org/article/mind/2021/emotions-get-better-age
https://knowablemagazine.org/article/mind/2021/emotions-get-better-age
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-derbyshire-65350704


The young volunteers who participated expressed that these activities helped
“massively” in reducing their climate anxiety.

A community garden is a piece of land where people collectively manage and harvest plants
and crops. Photo by Kenny Eliason on Unsplash

In it together
Community gardening is beneficial because it allows people to deal directly
with their climate concerns by doing good for the environment. The act of
planting, for example, makes a tangible difference. Growing flowers that
attract bees can make you feel like you’ve done something good for the
ecosystem.

Gardening – whether it involves digging, sowing or harvesting – is also
inherently good for your physical and mental health. Research has even
likened getting your hands dirty in the garden to a natural anti-depressant.
Contact with a soil bacterium called Mycobacterium vaccae can trigger the
release of serotonin, while foraging in a garden leads to more dopamine in
the brain (both of which are hormones associated with feelings of happiness).

Community gardening also requires collective planning and cooperation.
Working towards shared goals can foster a sense of togetherness.

A feeling of deep connection may develop not just with others, but with
nature as a whole. Research on residents in Singapore suggests that people
who garden frequently are more likely to self-identify with nature and care
for it.

Immersed in nature
Engaging in community gardening also encourages people to spend more
time in nature. Even something this simple has several health benefits.

In 1982, the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
introduced the therapeutic practice of “shinrin-yoku”, the Japanese ritual of
forest bathing or immersing oneself in the presence of trees. Since then, it
has formed part of Japan’s public health programme. It was developed as a
response to the substantial rise in anxiety and stress-related illness brought
about by rapid urbanisation and long working hours.

https://permaculture.com.au/why-gardening-makes-you-happy-and-cures-depression/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1618866722001984
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1618866722001984
https://silvotherapy.co.uk/articles/the-origins-of-forest-bathing


Wood, plants and some fruit and vegetables emit essential oils – generally
called phytoncide – as a natural defence against germs and insects. Inhaling
phytoncide seems to improve the ability of the immune system to function.
And research from Chiba University in Japan has demonstrated that spending
just 30 minutes in the company of trees exhibited reduced concentrations of
cortisol (a stress hormone), pulse rates and blood pressures.

Forest bathing has formed part of Japan’s public health programme since the 1980s. Photo by
Michal Vrba on Unsplash.

Community gardening could emerge as an effective method for addressing
climate anxiety. It is fun and engaging, allows people to feel like they are
making a direct impact on the environment and carries plenty of physical
health benefits.

In this way, people can maintain a healthy concern about climate change,
which is necessary for positive steps to be taken in order to protect our
planet, without tipping over the edge into climate anxiety.

This article was originally published on The Conversation.
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