CASE STUDY

BACKGROUND AND AIMS

NHS Ayrshire & Arran –
Ayr Green Gym

Our Natural Health Service is a national
cross government initiative led by
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) which
aims to create a step change in how the
natural environment can be used, valued
and protected as a precious resource
which supports our health and wellbeing.
The programme has three strategic
interventions, one of which is NHS
Greenspace for Health Partnerships.

FOCUS AREA

NHS Scotland has a valuable and significant
outdoor estate. It also has a legal duty and
responsibility to enhance and protect that
for the benefit of nature and biodiversity (all
living things). There is increasing evidence
that therapeutic contact with nature has
important health and well-being benefits.

The Green Exercise Partnership (a project involving
Scottish Natural Heritage, Forestry Commission
Scotland (now Scottish Forestry), NHS National Services
Scotland and NHS Health Scotland) initiated NHS
Greenspace for Health Partnerships, an extension of the
NHS Greenspace Demonstration Project to help realise
the health promoting potential of NHS Greenpace by:
· improving the quality and accessibility of greenspace
on a range of demonstration sites
· encouraging more use of greenspace by patients, staff,
visitors and members of the local community

NATURE & BIODIVERSITY
For more information contact
nss.sustainabilityscotland@nhs.net

One of these sites is in the grounds of University
Hospital Ayr and Ailsa Hospital where the landscape has
been developed to provide patients, staff and visitors
with an accessible outdoor space. This comprises
approximately 28 hectares of green space, including
mature woodland, meadow and grass land. 3.6 km of
paths were created which includes a network of new
woodland walks and existing pathways which were
upgraded to dual use for pedestrians and cyclists.
These are supported by new signage and interpretation.
Significant woodland management works were
undertaken and approximately 2,500 new trees have
been planted and 26 new seats and perches have been
installed, all in native green oak. A new teaching circle
has also been created in one of the meadow areas.
In order to support as many people as possible to access
this space, NHS Ayrshire and Arran, commissioned The
Conservation Volunteers to employ a member of staff to
develop and run a ‘Green Gym’ on site.

ACTIONS
The first Green Gym began January 2017 and a second
in summer 2017. These combine green exercise with
learning and outdoor activity across 2 regular session
per week. It involves a variety of practical education
and conservation tasks, along with exercise. It is free
and open to patients, staff, visitors and the wider
community. We have had over 35 different attendees
(attending 1 or more sessions) participants since the
inception of the 2 programs.
Participants are recruited from general awareness
activity across the hospital site and in the local area,
patients that have received or receiving care on the
hospital site, GP surgeries. So that all can use the
Green Gym as part of their recovery, relaxation and
rehabilitation.
In 2018 we started a more focused 5 Ways Well
Green Gym on those patients going through Cardiac
Rehabilitation, and HARP (Healthy and Active
Rehabilitation Program). In 2019 we have incorporated
those going through Pulmonary Rehabilitation as well
as part of the Pulmonary Pathways TEC. We have had
17 different attendees since the start of that program.
All program sessions are run weekly and focus on
outdoor-focused activities that can support health
and wellbeing, rather than purely ‘fitness’. These
include gardening, horticulture, practical conservation,
food growing, health walks, wildlife identification,
‘bushcraft’ and art and drawing.
We have also run events in the past as part of a
Calendar of Events, as well as one of sessions. These
were again open to all staff, patients, and visitors,
but are very popular with over 50 different attendees
since they began in 2017. With many attendees going
on multiple sessions. These events would range from
Bird ID & Guided Bat Walk at night to Bug Hotel building
with Wildflower planting.

For more information contact
nss.sustainabilityscotland@nhs.net

KEY IMPACTS

LESSONS

The sessions have highlighted a wide range of positive
impact for participants in the sessions beyond
improvements in fitness and have been shown to
support and enhance both physical and mental health.
Identified benefits have included:

An activity such as this does not realise all successes
without significant background planning, key lessons for
other teams trying to maximise the use of greenspace
and support patients in this way include:

• the opportunity for patients to discuss their conditions
in a non-clinical setting
• enabling participants to challenge themselves without
being pushed too far
• enhanced social interaction
• encouraging participants to go outside more and enjoy
their local spaces more outside the sessions

• spending time building relationships with referral
partners and setting up referral pathways within health
settings (e.g. GPs, clinical teams etc) to ensure that
they fully understand what is on offer
• not expecting success overnight – it takes time to
develop the programmes that are right for different
patient groups and for these to become understood by
referrers
• understanding that this may not be right for everyone,
but that the benefits can be significant for many

