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s the baby boomer generation approaches its golden years, many will find themselves—or those they care 
about—physically unable to access and care for their gardens.  Rather than abandon America’s favorite hobby, 
there are plenty of adaptations that can be made so people can continue to be involved in this rewarding and 

therapeutic pastime.   
 
Those with limited physical mobility can maintain several types of gardens, including raised beds, container gardens, 
trellis gardens and greenhouses.   
 
Raised beds are a good answer for both those confined to wheelchairs and those with movement limited by arthritis or 
other physical impairments.  If the top edges are built four to six inches wide, they provide both convenient seating and 

a shelf for tools and supplies.  The bed should be 
no more than two feet wide if it is to be accessed 
from one side only, or four feet wide if it can be 
serviced from both sides.  The top edge should 
be four inches higher than the lap of someone 
seated in a wheelchair, about 28 inches from the 
ground.  For work from a standing position, a 
height of 30 inches is comfortable for the average 
person.  Of course these can be customized for 
persons of above- or below-average height.   
 
Caption: This senior citizen is very proud of his tomato 
crop grown in raised beds, 7/1/11, Debbie Moore Clark.  
Used with permission.   

 
Container gardening is adaptable for many 
settings and is ideal for small spaces, such as 
condo patios.  Containers are relatively 
inexpensive and require less physical effort than 

in-ground gardening.  Easily moved and rotated if the pots are set on dollies, containers allow for sun or shade gardening 
and for tending from all sides.  Pots of different heights can be used to accommodate whatever is comfortable for the 
gardener.  Using a combination of bulbs, annuals, perennials and herbs, pots can be planted for year-around enjoyment.  
Plastic pots will retain moisture longer than porous ones, and mulching the top surface will reduce labor both by 
retaining moisture and retarding weed growth.   
 
Where space is limited, trellises utilize the vertical element to grow ornamental vines or vegetables and can be adapted to 
various heights or inserted into large pots.   
 
Greenhouses can be made accessible using ramps and paths that are at least three feet wide and constructed of non-slip 
material such as brushed concrete or wood with traction strips.  The benches inside the greenhouse should conform to 
the dimensions outlined for raised bed gardening.   
 
A variety of tools are available that have been adapted for special physical needs.  Among them are short-handled tools 
for digging, tools with large rubber-grip handles, and tools with telescopic handles for hard-to-reach spaces.  A walker or 
wheelchair can be adapted with baskets or hanging bags to hold small tools and supplies.  (Search the Internet for 
companies that sell adapted tools.)   
 
Most herbaceous plants are suitable for these adapted gardens, so the gardener can continue to grow what interests him 
or her, whether that is ornamental or flowering plants, vegetables or herbs.  The adapted gardens generally require more 
frequent watering than do in-ground gardens, but home stores carry materials for defined-area irrigation systems and 
faucet-mounted timers that can handle that chore adequately.   
 

A 



Unfortunately, the best intentions are sometimes wasted efforts without some research.  Despite my cautions, an area 
garden club funded a Scout’s table garden project at a local nursing home. The end result was useless because the 
working heights had not been determined before building it.  So listed below is dimensional data to keep in mind when 
adapting garden areas, potting sheds or greenhouses for accessibility.   
 
Wheelchair Dimensions: 
Overall length, rear handles to footrest, is 42 inches 
Open width 25 inches 
Collapsed width 11 inches 
Seat to floor 19.5 inches 
Armrest to floor 29 inches 
360 degree turning requires 60 inches 
180 degree turning requires 36 inches 
Reach limit to the side is 54 inches high, 9 inches low 
Extended reach limit is 24 inches 
 
General Dimensional Information: 
Safest ramp slope: 1-inch rise per foot of length 
Entry doors or gates: minimum 36 inches clearing 
Stairs: maximum riser of 7 inches 
Handrail height: 32 inches 
_______________ 
Sources:  
The Able Gardener by Kathleen Yeomans 
The Enabling Garden by Gene Rothert 
Garden Accessibility brochure, Magee Rehabilitation Hospital, Philadelphia 
Alliance for Accessible Horticulture 
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