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The Trustees of the Nineveh Charitable Trust kindly made an award of £23,700 to Growing 
People in April 2014 to set up and run a herb nursery for two years. The project uses social 
and therapeutic horticulture to help people with a wide variety of mental health difficulties. 
We are delighted to report that excellent progress has been made with this project. 
 
So far the project has worked with 11 gardeners (clients). Our aim is to provide an 
opportunity for our gardeners to gain a deeper insight into both the scientific and commercial 
aspects of horticulture than is possible in our groups which are more therapeutically focused. 
Many of our gardeners have long standing mental health issues and have been unemployed 
for considerable lengths of time. In taking part in the project gardeners gain confidence, 
horticultural skills which are readily transferable to the job market, work skills (time keeping, 
team working, planning, health and safety), customer service and financial skills.  
 
Project sessions are three hours long and are run by a fully qualified and experienced 
horticultural therapist, supported by one or two competent volunteers. Sessions take place 
every Friday morning. Gardeners also work on the project at other times of the week egg in 
cultivating, watering and maintaining plants during the week and supporting herb sales stalls 
at community events at the weekend. 
 
Facilities 
At the start of the project, both the plant sales area and plant nursery were in a poor state of 
repair. With only one small and dilapidated greenhouse to service all of our sessions across 
the week we lacked the protection from the elements to grow plants for market. 
 
The Nineveh grant included funds to improve our sales area, our working area and to build a 
poly tunnel. One of the first gardeners recruited to the project is a skilled carpenter who has 
taken on the renovation of the sales tables, constructing the woodwork for the poly tunnel, 
building a new potting bench and numerous other items. Wherever possible we have used 
donated and reclaimed materials including wooden pallets and the floor boards from a cider 
barn conversion. During this process the carpenter has gained confidence, increasingly 
using his creative skills to conjure up new sales materials from next to nothing. 
 
Due to staff illness and changes, purchase and construction of our Nineveh funded poly 
tunnel happened in spring 2015, rather than autumn 2014 as originally planned. Staff, 
volunteers and gardeners from across Growing People volunteered to help to clear the land 
and construct the poly tunnel in time for the arrival of our spring plug plant order. This is an 
important step forward for the project, enabling sessions to continue to in all weathers. 
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Working space at the start of project 
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New Growing People branded sales area   New potting bench 
 
 

 
 

Spring 2015, construction of new Nineveh funded polytunnel 
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Plants 
Alongside the more usual culinary herbs the group decided to 
specialise in herbs which are not so easily available through 
supermarkets and garden centres. The popularity of the many 
TV cookery programmes helped to create a demand for these 
herbs; group members pooled their knowledge and experience, 
researched herbs and recipes and evaluated suppliers. A budget 
was drawn up, a list of herbs for purchase finalised and the order 
placed.  
 
This year’s acquisition of a poly tunnel brings a new dimension 
to our cultivation capacity. With it we are able to over-winter 
plants and increase our in house herb propagation. This will 
enable us to have herbs ready for market earlier in the season, 
reduces our dependence on buying in plug plants and increases 
our profitability. It also provides a dry space for our gardeners to 
work during the winter.  
 
 
Additional products 
It was soon recognised that within the group of gardeners we had the skills to develop new 
products, both to add value to our herb sales and to extend the sales season. Our carpenter 
has designed herb boxes which are made from reclaimed pallet wood and filled with themed 

herbs, our “Mojito” and 
“Pimms Box” have proved 
popular! We are currently 
investigating the possibility of 
creating a Victorian herb box 
for sale at a local museum. 
 
We have also experimented 
with selling herbs in different 
containers and with growing 
spring bulbs. In November, 
one of our gardeners taught 
the group how to make 
beautiful Christmas wreaths 
which were sold to visitors to 
the site. This boosted the 

confidence of all involved and gave a sense of achievement at what can be a dark and 
difficult time of the year.  
 
 
Sales and Marketing 
Our main on site sales area is open throughout the year and is promoted via social media 
and the press. Off site sales stalls also take place during the spring and summer, these stalls 
have taken place in local market places, church and schools events and at the annual 
Letchworth Food and Gardening Festival.  
 
Selling the plants which have been so lovingly tended gives everyone a sense of 
achievement and all of the herb nursery team take part in our herb sales in some way. For 
some it is explaining to visitors to our sales tables how to grow and use the herbs, others 
prepare herbs for market, stock take and work out the finances and some help with 
transport, setting up and dismantling stalls.  
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Learning and motivation 
 
Some plants have grown and sold brilliantly, chocolate mint (think After Eights!), tangerine 
sage and lemon verbena have been star plants, whilst our bergamot and tarragon have 
needed careful nurturing. Caring for living things, dealing with success and disappointment 
are all important parts of the therapeutic process Growing People provides. Whilst the Herb 
Nursery focuses on horticultural skills, the programme is set firmly within the safe, caring 
environment of our work. Planning is a major element, gaining confidence from work well 
done and looking forward to the next season helps to bring hope and gives people back 
some control in their lives. 
 
Group members learn from each other, sharing skills, for egg in woodwork, floristry, plant 
propagation and cookery. Gardeners have also been on training courses and workshops, 
these include short courses run locally by the Royal Horticulture Society and by Shuttleworth 
College, others have attended events farther afield egg a workshop run by renowned herb 
expert Jekka McVicar at her garden near Bristol and visits to national gardening shows in 
Birmingham and Hampton Court. A group also attended a talk by a commercial herb nursery 
on propagation and the culinary use of herbs.  
 
Visits are often difficult for our gardeners who may be very fearful of public transport, large 
public events and meeting new people. Gardeners report that being a member of the herb 
nursery group gives them the courage and motivation to go to events they would otherwise 
avoid, the challenge of tracking down an unusual herb plant and taking it back to the project 
gives focus which helps them to overcome their anxiety. Similarly, being part of a small 
community and not wanting to let their team down motivates people to attend sessions. 
Mental health problems can be very debilitating, restricting the opportunity for experiences 
we so often take for granted, the project is opening doors for people beyond our garden, 
enabling them to experience more of the joys and freedom life can bring. 
 
 
Future Plans 
 
The support we have received from the Nineveh Trust has enabled Growing People to make 
a step change in our work. We have been able to introduce a more businesslike approach to 
our plant sales and upgrade our facilities. The visible achievements of the team have helped 
to bring cultural change to the project and inspire others. 
 
With the remainder of our grant we are planning to build on this year’s success, 
consolidating our range of herbs and products. We are looking forward to our first winter 
using the poly tunnel, building up our range of stock herbs to reduce our need for plant 
purchases from elsewhere. We expect that sales will become an increasingly important 
aspect of our charitable funding. 
 
The project has proved to be popular with gardeners and we have taken on several new 
people during the summer. We anticipate continued interest through our established 
connection with the mental health unit at the Lister Hospital in Stevenage where we deliver 
regular horticultural therapy sessions. The hospital staff values the opportunity for people 
leaving the hospital to continue and activity they have found beneficial. 
 
We are very grateful to the Trustees of the Nineveh Charitable Trust for their ongoing 
support for this project. 
 


