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As President of the European Council of Landscape 

Architecture Schools (ECLAS) it is my great pleasure 

to introduce these selected proceedings of the 

ECLAS Conference 2024, hosted at the Université 

Libre de Bruxelles (ULB) in Brussels. The conference 

theme, Regenerative Landscapes � Designing the 

Transition, has underscored the critical role of 

landscape architecture in navigating the complexities 

of climate change, biodiversity loss, and societal 

transformation.

We have gathered with almost 300 people in Brussels 

at a pivotal moment. Our landscapes -both urban and 

rural- are under unprecedented pressure, with six of 

nine planetary boundaries already exceeded. This 

conference provided an oppo!unity to reimagine 

landscapes not merely as spaces of adaptation but as 

active agents of regeneration. The contributions in 

this volume re"ect a shared commitment to fostering 

landscapes that restore ecological function, enhance 

social equity, and inspire cultural renewal.

Our thematic tracks have explored the diverse facets 

of regeneration: from energy and mobility landscapes 

to foodscapes, hidden landscapes of the global value 

chain, biodiversity regeneration and democratic 

landscape transformation. Each theme represents a 

vital component of the transition towards resilient, 

equitable, and thriving landscapes. The discussions 

initiated here will be crucial in shaping the future of 

landscape education, research, and practice.

I extend my sincere gratitude to the organising team, 

our hosts at ULB and CIVA Brussels, and the 

dedicated researchers, educators, and practitioners 

contributing to this conference. Fu!her, the 

conference and these proceedings would not have 

been possible without the TELOS ERASMUS project 

and its team. TELOS provided the conceptual 

framework for designing our call for papers guiding 

the discourse of this conference.

I hope that our 2024 gathering has served as a 

catalyst for new collaborations and bold ideas, driving 

the discipline of landscape architecture toward a 

regenerative future.

Dr. Ellen Fetzer

ECLAS President 2018-2024

European Council of Landscape Architecture Schools 

Editorial
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Introduction

Shaping landscapes that facing climate change 

scenario use the nature�s contribution adaptation 

potential (Collo! et al. 2020) is a current challenge. 

Regenerative landscape approach implements 

nature-based solutions which rely on the systemic 

use of natural processes and interconnected systems 

to build resilient landscapes and cities (Lafo"ezza et 

al., 2018). It also refers to helping people to 

regenerate their bonds with nature to regain the 

psychological balance (Sto# et al., 2024). Landscapes 

prove that not only nature can regenerate neglected 

or destroyed areas like postindustrial areas through 

phytoremediation (Guidi Nissim and Labrecque, 2021) 

but also research into therapeutic gardens shows 

that landscape can contribute to the mental well-

being of people and regenerate their users (Ba"on 

and Rogerson 2017, Pantiru et al. 2024). 

The paper explores the aspect of regenerative 

landscapes in the context of therapeutic and sensory 

gardens around historic mental hospitals in Europe 

that need changes in their redesign, maintenance, 

and care related to climate change. Involving users in 

those actions can bring numerous bene$ts and 

advocacy for improving historical healing gardens 

and creating new sensory therapeutical gardens. 

Social engagement may lead to involving patients in 

the maintenance activities carried out as various 

green therapies (Staniewska, 2022). 

Bene ts of contact with nature and regeneration 

through landscape in historic mental hospital 

grounds.

The bene$ts of contact with nature and gardens, are 

widely acknowledged and were intuitively understood 

for ages. The concept of therapeutic landscapes 

builds upon the experiences of places considered 

spiritually and physically healing (Gesler 1992). 

Nowadays research provides us with manifold 

empirical evidence for bene$cial in%uence of 

greenspace exposure (Freymueller et al. 2024). 

Contact with nature may result in be#er physical and 

general health (Ha"ig et al. 2014) and disease 

prevention (van den Bosch and Ode Sang, 2017). 

Spending time in the green environment may be 

regenerative because it helps to restore 

psychological resources since it is an environment 

free from physical and social stressors (Kaplan 1995). 

Moreover, it contributes to the improvement of the 

cognitive functions including memory, a#ention, 

concentration and impulse inhibition (Berman et al. 

2012, Burdon and Belmin 2021). Even looking at 

vegetation and unde"aking activities in green spaces 

can help reduce depression, anxiety, and stress (Ulrich 

1986). Exposure to plants, green space and gardening 

Regenerative therapeutic and sensory gardens:
A new paradigm

249

Chapter author

Anna Staniewska, Cracow University of Technology, Kraków, Poland

Keywords: historic mental hospital gardens, therapeutic landscapes, regenerative landscapes, 

sensory stimulation

�The enjoyment of scenery employs the mind without fatigue and yet exercises it; tranquilizes it and yet enlivens it; and thus, 

through the in!uences of the mind over the body gives the e"ect of refreshing rest and reinvigoration to the whole system.#

Frederick Law Olmsted, 1865



is now recognised as a valuable type of social 

prescribing for problems of mental and physical 

health (Adewuyi et al. 2023) and one of the 

suppo!ing therapies. All in all, subjective well-being 

followed by restorative e"ect of being in a garden 

a"ects and overall improves mental health. 

Mental health hospitals in Europe have developed as 

a special type of buildings and se#ings since 19th 

century (Figure 1). They represent distinctive type of 

composed therapeutic landscapes (Ruthe$ord, 2003). 

In their early years the model institutions (often 

private such as the Quaker Retreat or Brislington 

House) resembled English noble house estates with 

extensive grounds and o"ered patients a pleasant 

retreat to soothe and regenerate their troubled mind. 

The treatment was based on the moral therapy which 

was to be the opposite to the incarceration typical for 

the earlier asylum institutions. The patients were 

encouraged to take physical exercise, walk and work 

in the gardens and their regime included also regular 

nights� sleep, healthy diet and occupational therapy 

(Hickman, 2013). This approach was also implemented 

by the psychiatrists employed in state institutions 

which were established in many European countries, 

who suggested building for patients at least ward 

gardens in form of so-called �airing cou!s�. Over the 

time the number of psychiatric patients was 

signi%cantly growing and the architectural shape of 

mental hospitals also evolved to follow the progress 

in medicine. At the turn of 19th and 20th centuries 

mental hospitals were in detached pavilions 

distributed on hospital grounds arranged as large 

parks and green estates (Figure 2). While some 

patients in frames of therapy were administered to 

spend time in the gardens to rest and exercise, some 

of them who were capable worked on the hospital 

farm, in the orchards, cultivated arable land and 

maintained the ornamental grounds of the institution. 

Green fabric was a constitutive element of the plan 

and in some cases the layouts of hospitals resembled 

even the diagram of the �garden city� published by 

Ebenezer Howard in 1898 (Allmond, 2017).

However, the therapeutic work was probably not 

successful since numbers of patients and institutional 

ine!ia thwa!ed healing e"o!s. Paradoxically, this 

model called �an open institution� o"ered mainly the 
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Figure 1: Evolution of plans of mental health hospitals in Europe in 19th century, drawings in public domain, timeline by A. Staniewska. 



isolation and seclusion of the patients rarely enabling 

them to recover and return to society. The reforms of 

psychiatry in the second half of the 20th century led 

to the closure of most large hospitals. Yet although 

nowadays psychiatry recommends care in the 

community, still in some countries modern psychiatric 

care centres work in historic heritage hospitals 

surrounded by extensive parks and gardens. This 

results in several challenges and oppo!unities for 

both the heritage and its users. 

Regenerative features of hospital gardens - 

therapeutic potential of historical gardens of former 

psychiatric hospitals.

A connection to nature in historic mental health 

institutions was an impo!ant factor which in"uenced 

the location and plan of the hospital. Until now 

several elements and features of historic structures 

are still visible in hospital landscapes. The se#ing of 

the hospital was also impo!ant � especially the 

distant views. In many institutions still exist small 

gardens at each pavillion/ward with ea!h terraces or 

balconies exposed to the south (Figure 3). In the parks 

still grow large ornamental trees and often pine 

woods planted at the time of the hospital 

construction. Sometimes old farm buildings and 

glasshouses remain, and agricultural land is pa!ly 

used.

Currently, this abundance of green space and its 

arrangement can be used for several types of 

activities that suppo! medical treatment and o$er 

regeneration by exploring features typical of sensory 

gardens. Small gardens adjoining the wards may be 

used as spaces for basic physical exercise, gardening 

therapy, or relaxation. Potential sensory gardens can 
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Figure 2: Plan of the park and gardens surrounding the Babi%ski Clinical 
Hospital in Kraków-Kobierzyn, drawing from 1909 by Wiktor &ochowski, 
design implemented in a simpli'ed form. 

Figure 3: A sunny terraced garden adjacent to the southern façade of the pavilion for 
patients in the Babi%ski Clinical Hospital in Kraków-Kobierzyn, photo by A. Staniewska



also provide rest during sho! breaks for employees. 

The ornamental grounds and woods now form large 

parks that encourage therapeutic walks, nature 

observation, and various social activities, including 

therapeutic meetings. Former orchards and hospital 

farms are pe"ect places for gardening therapy or 

social urban farming. Such an approach can bring 

numerous bene#ts to both the heritage therapeutic 

gardens and their users, activating the hidden 

potential of the place and communities (Figure 4).

Regeneration of a historic park/ garden in the 

current situation: Challenges related to the 

contemporary use of parks and gardens surrounding 

historic mental hospitals

While regenerative powers of nature are widely 

recognised concerning human psychological well-

being and mental health, maintenance of historic 

gardens in the era of climate change is challenging 

and urges for sometimes tough decisions. This relates 

to several aspects. 

Firstly, mental hospital gardens were designed largely 

as decorative landscapes, and they needed and still 

need excessive maintenance. However, their current 

owners and managers (often unde"inanced public 

health institutions) have limited monetary resources 

and workforce for the upkeep. Many decorative trees 

live to their age and become veterans o$ering various 

ecosystem services but needing also specialist care. 

On the other hand � the greenspaces in the past were 

maintained more circularly. A very impo!ant aspect 

wo!h exploring is the %self-sustainability% of old 

historical gardens which was the practice at the times 

when they were established and resulted from the 

economic model of functioning the estates. The 

pe!inent question is if we can try to restore 

nowadays some of those practices guided by the 

circular economy principles? Would it bring expected 

outcomes in a larger context? Reducing the 

environmental impact of numerous costly and 

energy-consuming maintenance practices means 

that emphasis should be placed on nature-based 

solutions embedded in design to ensure its 

ecologically balanced functioning and systematic 

regeneration. 

Secondly, historically planted species are not 

adjusted to contemporary climate conditions and 

they are weakened and vulnerable to pests and 
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Figure 4: Sensory features of hospital gardens and their restorative 
potential,as re-establishing a connection to nature (graphic by A. 
Staniewska)



diseases. That is why there is a need to complement 

the historical layout with contemporary planting. 

Here, a re-evaluation of planting choices is needed 

regarding their resistance to changing climate and 

extreme weather conditions while keeping the 

therapeutic features and composition values. 

Fu!her research could focus on examining how the 

choice of native plants and reducing maintenance 

contributes to lower resource use and how 

composting of organic waste in historic therapeutical 

gardens may be linked with fe!ilizing the grounds 

and regenerating the old gardens. The open question 

remains how green therapies can contribute to 

regular maintenance although an e"ective solution 

would be rather organizing social enterprises in 

frames of the care in community after acute episodes 

needing hospital treatment (Staniewska, 2022), 

(Figure 5). 

To sum up, possible measures connected with 

regenerative approach to historic mental institutions 

and their landscapes to be unde!aken could include 

among others:

� Pa!ial rewilding of the less frequently used areas;

� Reduced mowing regime � meadows instead of 

manicured lawns � increasing biodiversity;

� Extensive re-use of rainwater and creating rain 

gardens where possible;

� Introducing organic farming practices within the 

hospital therapeutic farms;

� Composting organic residues to obtain good 

gardening soil;

� Accepting the process of ageing and dying of 

originally planted old park trees (deadwood in the 

parks);

� Obtaining seedlings and saplings on site, planting 

native species;

� Making gardens fully accessible � according to 

principles of universal design;

� Encouraging people to use the site � by providing 

benches, excercise equipment, places to rest, and 

water features � small architecture

Conclusions

Landscapes can be regenerative in the way that they 

in#uence our behaviour and play a vital role in 

recovery from mental fatigue. This is pa!icularly valid 

in case of historic mental hospital landscapes and 

gardens which are demanding examples of garden 

heritage which is often still in use. 
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Figure 5: A garden maintained by the patients during gardening therapy sessions at in the Babi$ski 
Clinical Hospital in Kraków-Kobierzyn, photo by A. Staniewska.



A catalogue of the bene!ts for the contemporary 

users of mental hospital landscapes is long, including 

but not limited to:

� The abundance of already existing green spaces: 

there is no need to plant the whole garden from 

scratch; gardens close to the wards;

� Beautiful park features are already on site � 

alleys, paths, solitaire trees, meadows, views;

� Park areas are often open for the local 

communities not only patients; 

� Shade of the old trees, and green oases provide 

thermal comfo";

� Mental hospital parks and gardens are 

biodiversity hotspots within the cities (o#ering 

good conditions for birds and pollinators);

� Available natural material for creative a" therapy 

� $owers, leaves, cones�

Moreover, involving people (not limited to patients) in 

the maintenance activities carried out as various 

green therapies should be treated as and added value  

(Figure 6). Also, an oppo"unity to use regenerative 

therapeutic spaces may contribute to a be%er 

understanding of the changing aesthetics and a shift 

from highly manicured representative green areas 

towards more naturalistic spaces that are more 

sustainable.

All in all, regenerating historic therapeutic park and 

garden landscapes is about !nding the balance 

between protection and restoration and providing 

users with gardens adjusted to climate change 

conditions. 
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Figure 6: A balancing sculpture exposed on the Babi&ski hospital grounds � a contemporary a"ist 
Jerzy K'dziora has his atelier in one of the auxiliary hospital buildings, photo by A. Staniewska. 
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