The Booth Centre “Wet” Garden

Aims

Through the garden we aim;

· To safeguard and extend the Booth Centre’s work with street drinkers through providing a garden where people can drink in a supervised and supportive environment, which encourages change and meaningful occupation.  

· To enable people who use the centre to design, develop and maintain the garden.

Background

In 2001 Manchester City Council decided to introduce a byelaw to stop people drinking in the streets, these are now commonplace but at that time it was a very new idea.  We were concerned that our service would be threatened, as over two thirds of the people using the Centre are street drinkers and, as people always sat outside the Centre drinking on the Cathedral steps. 

We put in an official objection to the byelaw, which delayed it’s implementation.  People in the city council contacted the Cathedral to ask them to put pressure on us to withdraw our objection.  The Cathedral came up with a compromise and offered us a small, gated yard, next to the Centre, where people could drink – as it is not part of the public high way it was not covered by the byelaw, and being on Cathedral premises it required no planning permission.

Creating the Garden

We saw this as an opportunity to develop the Centre in a positive way.  We could have just bought a stack of plastic tables and chairs and let people drink in the yard. But instead we had a meeting with people at the Centre to explain what was happening and they got really excited about having a garden.  They came up with lots of ideas about what we could do – they wanted a benches, planters and of course a water feature.  The initial work of designing, building and planting up the garden was carried out with the full involvement of people who use the centre.  This has resulted in a real sense of ownership and pride in the garden.

We had help from Crash, the construction industry charity for homeless people, who provided who helped with technical support, funding and contacts in the building trade who donated workers to help.  

The Operation of the Garden

The opening of the garden extended the drop-in sessions at  the centre.  The garden is open from 9am to 12.15 on Tuesday and Thursday mornings.  This includes an hour before the Centre itself opens.The Garden is used by between 20 and 40 people each morning, between 10 and 20 of these people will be street drinkers.

People are encouraged to eat and drink tea, coffee or soup during the sessions.  Eating regularly is important for people’s health.  Hot drinks are available in the garden and people can bring their sandwiches up from the centre.  Alternatively, they can bring their own alcohol to drink. 

A safe space has been created.  The Garden is staffed all the time it is open.  The rules which apply in the garden are exactly the same as for the centre as a whole e.g. no violence or drugs, except that people are allowed to drink alcohol.  In practice there have been no problems with people’s behaviour in the garden.  The member of staff carries an alarm , which can alert other staff in the centre if there are problems. People have respected the space and are careful of the plants.  There has been no damage or vandalism.  The police are very supportive of the project.

The Garden is place where support and advice are offered.  People are encouraged to tackle their problems rather than ignoring them.  The staff are available to talk to and have a phone which people can use to contact the DSS etc. Other workers regularly visit the garden and are available to talk to people, including a health worker from the Homeless Advocacy Project, outreach workers from Counted In and a mental health worker from the Homeless Mental Health Team.  They are often able to make contact with people who tend to be hard to track down and engage with.  The garden is a place where people feel relaxed and safe and have opened up and talked to staff in a way that is more difficult on the street or sat in a crowded centre.  

The Results

The garden project has produced a variety of positive outcomes, which are detailed below under various headings.
Developing and maintaining the Garden

· People who use the garden volunteer to maintain it.  People have planted bulbs and roses in memory of friends who have died.

· The garden has continued to be developed.  In 2004 people decided to replace the water fountain with a fish pond and remodel the benches.  This has maintained the sense of ownership as people using the garden change.

· In 2003 the Booth Centre Garden won the Manchester in Bloom Garden competition in 2004 became part of Manchester City Centre’s bid for North West in Bloom. This shows the quality of the environment which people have created.

Using the Garden for activities

· The Photography group have used the garden during their classes.  They have learned about close up photography through taking pictures of the plants, the garden has formed the back drop for portrait sessions and they have set up still life objects to be photographed in the garden.  This has enabled them to use natural light and to make best use of the sunny afternoons in the garden.

· The English class has used the creation of the garden as inspiration for creative writing. 

· The pottery group made tiles which were mounted to form a table top in the garden.

New activities have developed as a result of the Garden.

· People really enjoyed the practical work of building the garden and discussed ways of following this up.  In 2002, we started a new project, doing conservation work in local parks and woodland.  We worked in partnership with BTCV and the local park wardens.  In 2005 the Centre won a Manchester Housing Award for it’s Contribution to the Environment for this project

· In 2002 we also set up our first allotment so people could grow vegetables as well as flowers.

· In 2006 we set up Phoenix Landscapes, a social enterprise providing gardening training in a working environment.

An increase in the quantity and quality of advice

The garden has lead to an increase in the number of people we have referred for an alcohol detox. and an increase in people taking some control over their drinking, better maintenance of tenancies and people using their time more constructively. We measure these through outcome monitoring.  In 2005/6, for example, we referred 30 people for an alcohol detox.

Funding

Funding to set up the garden was provided by CRASH.  A small Awards for All grant enabled up to provide gardening sessions to plant up the garden.  Other funding has been provided by North Manchester and Central Manchester Primary Care Trusts and by The Homeless Directorate via Manchester City Council provides funding.

A model for working with street drinkers 

The garden is a unique project, which combines meaningful occupation and support and advice for street drinkers in a “wet” outdoor setting.  People have visited the project from other homeless agencies from all over the country and it features in the national alcohol strategy. 

The Garden Project was also subject to an evaluation by the Kings Fund in 2003.  This was part of a project to evaluate the role of “wet” day centres in the U.K.  The report recommends that wet provision be set up around the country, in the light of the success of the few existing projects.

The report highlights the achievements;

“By offering advice and practical support, the wet centres played an important role in

helping service users secure appropriate accommodation, retain their tenancies, access primary health care, and gain stability in their lives. The centre staff and alcohol agencies encouraged the clients to control or reduce their alcohol consumption, and referred some to detox programmes. They also promoted confidence, self-esteem and motivation through activities such as sports and gardening.  Some clients had moved on to training and work schemes.”

