BIRMINGHAM WELLNESS GARDEN 

Ecological Landscapes

The center’s involvement in transforming vacant or blighted urban spaces into community building blocks dates back to 1996 when it opened its first EcoScape Gardens at Birmingham-Southern College (BSC).  A strip of land that had previously been used by BSC’s maintenance department to store discarded transformers, air conditioners, etc. was transformed by SEC into a botanical/art garden that has since been featured in nationally known publications like Southern Living and Sculpture magazines.  Nine local artists recycled materials from the site and contributed their artwork to the visually stunning “secret gardens” found in the EcoScape.  Each piece is specifically designed to complement the center’s presentations on sustainable urban ecology for school groups that tour the garden.

In 2001, the center raised over $50,000 in funds and material donations, in order to build a second EcoScape in the economically underserved neighborhood of Woodlawn. What had been a littered vacant lot in a drug infested part of Birmingham was subsequently  transformed into an outdoor classroom for nearby Woodlawn High School and as a site for community festivals.  An ornate recycled iron leaf fence now borders colorful flowers and fragrant herbs.  Altamont School art students helped create playful, stepping stones that lead visitors past raised flowerbeds and fruit trees to a shaded patio painted with a stunning aboriginal motif.  In 2002, the Woodlawn EcoScape beat out projects from a six-state area to receive the Garden Club of America’s Community Service Award.  In 2004, the Woodlawn EcoScape was honored by Keep Birmingham Beautiful with its Urban Garden Award.  

The most recent community EcoScape, located in the Arlington-West End neighborhood, opened to the public in September 2004.  SEC partnered with Baptist Princeton Hospital and the Arlington-West End Neighborhood Association to transform a vacant lot on Cotton Avenue and 9th Street SW into a community classroom and park.  The center helped pair the Alabama School of Fine Arts and Hemphill Elementary students in order to design mosaic park benches and stepping stones for the EcoScape.  Baptist Princeton Hospital donated the property and is helping to maintain the area.  The neighborhood association funded the landscaping improvements and will use the area for community events.  The SEC oversaw the design and construction, and secured in-kind donations from the Alabama Power Company, Wade Sand and Gravel, Jefferson County Commission, and the City of Birmingham.

Birmingham’s Wellness Garden

While community EcoScapes provide a successful model for urban revitalization, they also serve as sanctuaries.  The lush setting of sensory plants, art sculptures/mosaics, and intimate layout provides an urban sanctuary in which to enjoy nature.  Thus far, however, urban EcoScapes have been designed for overall community use rather than any specific audience.  

As part of the Birmingham Wellness Garden initiative, the Southern Environmental Center proposes to design and build a model wellness garden for the elderly.  It will be located opposite Princeton Towers, the long-term care facility of Baptist Princeton Hospital.  Demographic studies for the Arlington-West End neighborhood depict an aging and economically disadvantaged population.  This is particularly true of Princeton Tower’s residents, approximately 56% of which live at or below the poverty level.  The average age of the tenants is 77, and a majority is made up of black females.

By serving Baptist Princeton’s long-term care residents and those from surrounding communities, the wellness garden will serve both as an incubator for horticultural therapy research and as a community park.  The Birmingham Wellness Garden will combine specially designed visual arts exhibits with fragrance and wildflower gardens to serve as an active therapeutic tool for hospital staff, long-term care residents, and their families. Unlike other hospital gardens however, the facility will also serve as a community gathering place and as an outdoor classroom for local high schools and colleges.  Baptist Princeton Hospital will extend its liability coverage to the wellness garden and help with the maintenance of the facility.  

As part of the project, the SEC will convene a series of workshops to bring together horticultural therapy experts, ASFA and Jeff State’s psychology faculty and students, master gardeners, and community leaders to design a master plan.  

