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Everyone is searching for a path between autonomy and connectedness. Man’s happiness is based on the 

relationship between these two1. Between the individual and the family, the space and freedom to make your 

own choices, but also to be a father, lover, brother of your sister, child of your father and mother, friend and 

colleague. You can’t have the one without the other. As stated, our happiness depends on it.  

For people with a serious vulnerability, this goes much further: their health is deeply influenced by the 

relationship between individual and family, autonomy and connectedness. WHO studies in the 1970s and 1980s 

indicated that Western people with schizophrenia have a far worse prognosis than people with the same 

diagnosis in developing countries. In a country like India, where there is still an extensive village and family 

culture, the prognosis is much more favourable2. 

Western life, with its emphasis on autonomy, is more complicated than it appears. ‘Being yourself’ is still the 

most important tip from psychologists and an ever-recurring slogan in advertising. But in the meantime, you are 

simply expected to work, be married and have two children. You must be original, but you must never go too far 

- an impossible task. You have to be an original person and also meet the general standard3. That only gets

more complicated if you are not really sure who you are4.

In The Netherlands 100,000 people with a severe mental illness are in need of long term help.  20,000 of them 

are entitled to sheltered living.  5,000 are staying long-term in a psychiatric hospital.5  



People don't get better by living in a psychiatric hospital. Human autonomy is lost in an institution. The living 

conditions within most sheltered living forms are poor. Rooms are small, common areas worn out. There is a lot 

of drug use and insecurity. Not really a save and sheltered living. This doesn’t make anyone better.  

And yet care is designed for the most vulnerable people.  

Should everyone then live completely on their own? Should they all have an autonomous existence in society? 

It’s the dream of many policymakers, as if issues are resolved by letting people be as autonomous as possible. 

This leads to loneliness and social isolation, while every individual actually needs social contact.  

Based on these considerations, forms of housing have been developed by Zeeuwse Gronden that offer the best 

of both worlds: social structure and a home of one’s own. The emphasis on social structure has to do with our 

origins. Family is at the base of Zeeuwse Gronden. At the same time people need a place to be alone, their 

own home: this is also a universal part of happiness. 

We are from Zeeland. In Zeeland, land is a concept. The sea has shaped the land by leaving fine layers of clay, 

day after day. It is the most fertile land in the world. Zeeuwse Gronden. Our aim is to facilitate a safe and 

nourishing environment to live a life of their own.  



A residential complex at Zeeuwse Gronden usually consists of twelve apartments within a larger whole. Every 

person has his own living room, bedroom, bathroom, kitchen and front door. But living alone is embedded 

within a social structure. There is a common living room and a large garden, and everyone can dine together 

every day, if they want to. 

25,000 very vulnerable people in The Netherlands are looking for a place where they can live a safe and social 

life. In Zeeland this comes to 500 people. For the moment  150 of them are living with Zeeuwse Gronden, 

located all over Zeeland. We believe that every person who is entitled to sheltered living, should have the 

opportunity to such a form of living. Every township in The Netherlands should have access to small-scale, safe, 

social forms of living - at the centre of society. 

Not everyone can or wants to live at Zeeuwse Gronden. There are clear rules. Illegal drug use is not permitted; 

there is ‘zero tolerance’ in that area. We ensure to see, meet and talk to residents at least once every day. This 

is not only a wish, but also a rule. It is healthy and important for everyone to speak to another person at least 

once a day. This is a medicine for the entire society.  

Social life is therefore of great importance. If there is no longer contact with your family, we will do everything 

to restore this contact. We believe that you, as an individual, are part of your family. Social life among residents 

is important as well. We cannot force this to happen, but we can promote it. The common living room and the 

garden play a major role in this. We see residents recover through social contact.  



We provide what is necessary for your health. We don’t just offer this, we make sure that it is used. We don’t 

just stand on the side-lines, watching while you sink away into depression or psychosis. We fight to prevent this, 

to get you back into the world - even if you might not care less at that moment.  

Finally, we are convinced that activities, meaningful activities, make an enormous contribution to your own 

happiness and to the happiness of others. We encourage all people to use their day in a meaningful way. 

Zeeuwse Gronden offers a large number of daytime activities. Clients are running shops and restaurants in the 

centre of society.   

The largest project is about horses. These horses are used very successfully in equine therapy. We keep a large 

herd of horses on a farm in a 17th century polder. There, we provide care, not only to people with psychiatric 

problems but also to a group of children between 12 and 18, who no longer dare to go to school.  

This equine therapy project closes the circle. Western society is not that healthy for very vulnerable citizens. 

Along with family, employees and clients, we develop safe places for living and working, where everyone feels 

accepted. The special feature is that these places are also appealing to other vulnerable groups, such as children 

who are struggling at school. They are received with open arms on our farm. It is quite special that psychiatry 

returns the concept of hospitality back to society. In the end it gives young people the courage to return to 

school. 



Zeeuwse Gronden is the pioneering example for the new sheltered living in The Netherlands. At various places 

outside of Zeeland (including Rotterdam), family is trying hard to bring Zeeuwse Gronden to their own 

township. Our ultimate goal is getting regular mental health care moving. For many years it has been said that 

small-scale, specialist care is not possible for the most vulnerable group. We are the living proof that it is.  
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