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The core of CAT’s work is to assist householders in moving towards more sustainable ways of living. We tend to approach things holistically, looking at the whole household system with its subsystems such as heating, leisure, food, electricity, water, solid waste etc., and garden design is seen in this context. At its worst, a garden can simply be an additional burden on the environment, but at its best it can play an important part in reducing the overall environmental impact of a household.


It is commonly supposed that the eco-garden should be dedicated to conspicuously green functions such as organic vegetables or wildlife. Our research does not bear this out. In most circumstances it is the traditional recreational aspects of a garden that have the greatest effect on reducing household impacts, simply by reducing recreational car trips, and encouraging the very low-impact hobby of gardening. This effect is greatly enhanced if the garden is run without horticultural chemicals or significant external inputs, and exports no wastes. Given that 75% of UK households have gardens, environmentally-conscious amenity landscape design is potentially an important tool of sustainable development.


But of course gardens can also directly reduce environmental impacts. Their most important potential function is in waste minimisation and treatment. At CAT we have shown that the house and garden produce a range of organic wastes that can almost all be composted on site, helping to meet the various government and EU targets to reduce the quantity of organic wastes going to landfills. We have introduced a novel principle here, that the garden can process a large fraction of non-recyclable paper and cardboard as well as putrescibles, resulting in a sharp drop in the volume of solid waste for collection, and improved compost quality.  Household dust and some ‘fines’ can also be composted. Naturally the garden will also process its own wastes too.  Making compost is a kind of domestic alchemy that has its own symbolic and recreational significance.


The best use for finished compost is of course to increase the health and yield of edible crops, and this is the most celebrated feature of utilitarian gardens. The strictly economic value of garden crops is likely to be quite small as a proportion of household income but the cultural function is hard to overestimate, and again it feeds into the recreational aspect of gardening.


It is possible that some gardens could also process a proportion of the household liquid wastes, particularly urine and greywater, and we are currently studying systems of combined greywater/rainwater/urine treatment that could irrigate and fertilise at the same time, while reducing exported pollutant loads. In some cases this calls for specialised plant types which can make use of these flows and turn them into useful biomass.  In other cases the nutrient-enriched wastewater is used to accelerate the breakdown of woody materials. All this has to be simple, cost-effective, and fit into the normal requirements of a private garden.


We have also looked into the possibility of garden biomass as a fuel source, but for typical households there is a severe mismatch between demand and supply (1-2 orders of magnitude) and the economics are very unfavourable.


Finally we have looked at gardens from the point of view of optimising wildlife values. The overall conclusion is that general ‘organic’ practice and the other activities described here will automatically encourage a very high level of biodiversity. The one definite action that householders can take to extend this is to construct a pond, no matter how small. Once again, the wildlife aspects of the garden contribute to its recreational value.


In conclusion, we believe it is possible to design gardens in which a variety of functions operate synergistically to make a strong contribution to overall household sustainability.
