Anchored in the Earth

Therapeutic Farming for IDF Reservists
Living with PTSD Symptoms
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For the past ten weeks, every Sunday and Wednesday, a group of 14 veteran soldiers called up to
serve in the wake of the October 7 catastrophe, made their way to the quiet, lush fields of a
wonderful forested farm near Pardes Hanna in the north of Israel. Donning not their military
uniforms, but rather dressed in grubby, comfortable work clothes meant to get dirty, these people
formed the first cohort participating in “Anchored in the Earth”, a pilot initiative of Amutat Kaima
and Bein Hatlamim Farm. As its name suggests, the undertaking exposes IDF reservists on the
PTSD spectrum as well as those struggling with other forms of emotional distress to healthy,
nature-based activities.

Leading the endeavor was a team of experienced therapeutic agriculturalists, social workers, as
well as Kaima alumni who know firsthand what it means to have emerged from trauma with new
tools and renewed self-confidence. Together, the group worked the fields, took part in resilience-
building body/mind workshops, and connected to others who have gone through similar
experiences. Interestingly, the process of coming together happened fairly quickly, with all having
their own stories to tell. Included are:

e S, age 28, suffering from debilitating anxiety since experiencing a mass casualty incident during
which he witnessed the death of some of his soldiers.

e Y, age 25, a combat medic who tended to many injured soldiers and is still coping with guilt and
confusion, trying to find his next step.

e T, age 42, a company commander who, after witnessing the death of his best friend, had
secluded himself and was unable to find the motivation and energy to return to the business he
started before the war.

Significantly, we chose to offer the program to veterans who had not necessarily been given an
official PTSD diagnosis by the Ministry of Defense—a process that can be dangerously protracted
owing to bureaucratic obstacles. This was the right decision. Our approach focused on the
relatively early stages of distress to help each person return to a sense of daily routine and function
and, importantly, to improve interpersonal relationships.

In the words of Guy Bar Navon, Kaima’s senior social worker who created the initiative:

“While we are still in the early stages of the program as a whole, I know with certainty that
the year of hard work and planning we poured into Anchored is paying off- Though these
people carry around deeply rooted emotional pain from all they experienced, they are also
digging down to find hope. These people needed to uncover and work through their pain,
intrusive memories, and the emotional impact of all they had been through. Our job is to
literally and figuratively help ground each person by working in the earth, creating a safe
community where he/she can share and feel understood and facilitate the rebuilding of
confidence and new capabilities.”



As with all Kaima initiatives, the restorative and repetitive nature of agriculture and the rhythm of
the farm helped regulate each person’s week. More than anything though, there was a lot of sharing
and listening going on. This was key. Also, at the end of the week, everyone harvested a portion for
their families. The value of the harvest cannot be underestimated. It is very powerful, life-
affirming, and positive!

We carefully concluded the program for the first cohort in early February with a unique afternoon
and evening of programming. Participants were asked to invite a person or a few people
meaningful in their lives to the farm. With us were spouses, children, and friends. Together we
worked the farm, made pizza for dinner, and enjoyed ourselves around the campfire, a daily ritual
over the past two and a half that allowed everyone to process their feelings. Below are a few of the
comments that were shared:

“The experience helped me understand the personal conflict at
home. I so missed who I was before the war but the program was
for me like a rebirth.”

"The farm was like a mother's womb to me. To sit around the fire,
to eat, to talk together..l had been living in a never-ending
whirlwind, but the program allowed me to recover. I'm less angry
with myself for the confusion and upheaval I've experienced. [The
farm was] like a buoy that holds you above the water until you
stabilize.”

“Thank you, Kaima. This program saved me, mainly from myself
and from the waves of difficulty I brought back with me. By feeling
I was safe to look inward, both my family and I are starting to
heal.”

“The farm was like a bubble that gave me oxygen and the time to
invest in myself. I see many things more clearly now and feel like
there's something here that's mine. [ excitedly waited for each
Sunday to arrive.”

“You are doing holy work led by good and sensitive people. Our
hard physical and emotional work was balanced by fun and light
times along the way. All of this has helped us touch our souls, open
up, and talk about our experiences. Thank you.”

As evidenced by these words, there was an intimacy to this process, something very special. We are
currently in recess with our staff busy debriefing, evaluating, and preparing for the next cycle, set
to begin this month.

We thank all involved for extending the support needed to make a difference in the lives of the
brave people who have risked so much to defend Israel and her people.

Check out this short video (in Hebrew) aimed at recruiting the second cohort of Anchored
participants! https://www.youtube.com/shorts/P6IPZ jMudc



https://www.youtube.com/shorts/P6lPZ_jMudc




