Bristol’s Urban Food Growing
enjoying, learning, eating, connecting
Full report, May 2015
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Summary
Connecting, learning, enjoying, eating: All the projects that participated in this
survey share a sense of achievement over building their projects in line with
their aims and ideas. This varies from just growing food, to providing a space for
cooking and learning, to creating an outdoor space for people to enjoy together.
Growing food in the city is ‘more than just the veg’! This network should be
supported and valued for its contribution to making Bristol a good place to be.
Key findings
Total land area
 Bristol’s 54 community food-growing sites cover about the equivalent
of 36.5 football pitches.
Types and scales
 Five main scales and types of community food growing projects have
emerged i) Individual/Grow your own on a communal site; ii)
Communal growing space; iii) smallholding scale; iv) large field scale;
v) other (e.g. hydroponic unit).
 There is a wide range of community food growing projects using
different spaces, methods of gardening and ways of engaging people.
Insecurity over tenure
 Whether a project saw themselves as permanent or temporary was
not necessarily a reflection of the length of their contract with the
landowner. There was a high level of insecurity regarding contracts
that came through in the interviews.
 There is a heavy reliance on BCC leases and therefore suggests there is
a need for a fair process of leasing land and that tenancies are made
more secure.
Longevity
 The city farms have been around longest, though community food
growing is a relatively recent activity.
Food production
 A wide range of food products is grown in most community gardening
projects. Even the orchard projects often have a small amount of
vegetable and herbs growing, and conversely, many small projects
have fruit trees.
Funding
 The majority of projects have had some kind of funding grant, though
mostly under £5,000 over the past 5 years.
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Most ‘Community growing space’ scale projects grow so volunteers
can take produce home. For the majority, selling produce is not a
priority, they only do this if there is a glut to avoid it going to waste.

Benefits that urban food growing projects bring to Bristol
Contribution to urban biodiversity
 Most groups make sure they leave some wild areas and wildlife
corridors to encourage wildlife. The majority proactively plant ‘beefriendly’ flowers.
Composting activity
 Most groups are composting but for their own use rather than
commercial purposes. Only the city farms sell compost or give it away
for a donation.
Training provision & volunteer opportunities
 Over half run training and workshop sessions on site.
 Many of the community projects are open to groups from other
organisations and run regular volunteering and growing days on their
site with them.
 Most projects have between 5-10 people using the site every week
and attract mainly people from the local area where they are based.
Social benefits
 Most interviewees said that the social element and well-being gained
from the project is at least as important at getting products and food
out of it.
Shared future aspirations
 Buildings and shelter - those who had not got any sheltered space or
cooking facilities saw this as something they really wanted to do in the
future but were needing support and often funding to do so
 Getting more volunteers on board - all projects wanted to get more
volunteers involved, ideally individuals who are committed to
growing and have time to give to the project and its activities. In many
cases new volunteers were seen as important for the community
elements which would allow other people to use the space and learn
skills
 Becoming financially sustainable - all projects would like to be
financially independent of grants and run in a sustainable way in the
future
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A: INTRODUCTION
Why was this survey undertaken?
In 2014, there were over 54 community food-growing sites around Bristol. The
purpose of this report is to find out more about them and to provide useful
information that will both inspire and inform the scaling up of urban food
growing in Bristol. This needs to be achieved through increased levels of support
for these initiatives at both a policy and strategic level, increased levels of
community involvement, and increased peer support through networking and
sharing of skills and experience.
Why the survey is needed
Prior to this report, there has been no detailed level of understanding of the
diversity, capacity and scale of urban food growing in the city beyond the
informal information collected by Bristol Food Network through organising the
annual Bristol ‘Get Growing’ Garden Trail. This open community gardens event
runs over a weekend in June, coordinated by Bristol Food Network and was
established in 2010. The event is a way of showcasing some of the excellent and
highly varied approaches to community food growing activity around the city
and aims to inspire more people to get involved. Bristol Food Network wanted to
build on the information gathered to date through the Trail event.
Why grow food in the city?
The 2011 ‘Who Feeds Bristol?’ report identified a significant level of community
activity around food growing and the potential scale of food production that
could be achieved on available land. The land covered by allotments alone could
potentially produce about 5% of the city’s annual fruit & vegetable requirements.
Leading on from ‘Who Feeds Bristol’ recommendations for action, the 2013
Bristol Good Food Plan highlights the need for transforming food culture and
encouraging more urban food production. If we as a city are serious about these
aims, we need baseline information that provides a clear an overview as
possible.
The Bristol Good Food plan highlights eight different elements of food system
change that Bristol needs to address. Activities that involve growing food in the
city help to achieve four of the eight food plan objectives.
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To encourage people to cook from scratch, grow their own, and eat
more fresh, seasonal, local, organically grown food – helping to
transform food culture
To promote the use of good quality land in and around Bristol for food
production – helping to safeguard land for food and use it
productively
To distribute more Bristol-grown fruit and vegetables – helping to
scale up urban food production
To develop new community food enterprise models of food
production and distribution

‘More than just the veg’ - National context
In part, inspiration for this survey has come from a national impact assessment
report of the Big Lottery Local Food programme in England. A number of projects
in Bristol received funding from the Local Food fund and therefore have
contributed to the overall national impact assessment and programme
evaluation.
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These evaluation findings suggest that community-run local food projects help to
build community capacity in three specific ways:
 Improved local environments
 Increased sense of community ownership
 Increased social, economic and environmental sustainability
The evaluators found that in this sense, Local Food projects were a vehicle for
facilitating these wider societal changes to take place. The evaluation report was
therefore titled ‘More than just the Veg’. A Social Return on Investment (SROI)
study was also commissioned. It found that for every £1 invested in a community
local food initiative, there is a £7 return to society in terms of these kinds of
impacts.

B: COMMUNITY FOOD GROWING IN BRISTOL
Background to work on ‘scaling up’ food production in the city
Identifying the challenges: In Oct 2012 Bristol Food Network, with support from
the URBACT programme, ran a workshop on how we can scale up urban
agriculture. Ideas from this workshop have been taken forward in the survey.
Combining community development and food production: At a gathering hosted by
Project Agora in Feb 2013, the workshop participants agreed on crucial points
increasing the amount of food grown in the city.
Land and Food Forum gatherings: Several networking events have taken place at
the Feed Bristol site with the aim of enabling people to meet and share ideas in
an informal setting.
‘Eat Bristol’ discussions and report, March-August 2013: Exploring options for
developing an ‘Eat Bristol’ brand in the context of the Bristol Good Food Plan,
this report looks at the challenge from all angles. (See the report here.)
Green Capital Food Action group’s ‘scaling up’ urban agriculture collaboration: In
2015, a new project, ‘Bristol Food Producers’ is beginning to address this issue
led by Beacon Farms. Discussions are currently underway amongst some of the
larger scale urban food growers, to explore which areas of collaboration (relating
to the issues above) might be of benefit to a wide group of urban food growers.
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The purpose is to explore what can be done collectively as part of Green Capital
2015 and beyond. (More information here.)
Links to other strategic city-wide and regional initiatives
 Other relevant city strategies e.g. health & well-being strategy; climate
change; development plans and core strategy
 Green Capital 2015
 West of England Nature Partnership
 West of England development plans
Food growing and the planning system
 Food guidance in the Core Strategy
 On-going city discussions about how to safeguard land for food
 Blue Finger Alliance campaign to protect valuable food growing soil

C: SURVEY AND FINDINGS
Methodology
Building on the information gathered to date from the annual ‘Get Growing Trail’
since 2010 and other urban food growing events, Bristol Food Network
identified further survey data and information to collect on the current state of
urban food growing in the city. A draft interview schedule was piloted in
September 2013 with the Stoke Lane Community Garden. It immediately
highlighted the potential role that food growing groups/community gardens
could have - for example in this case working with the elderly or with local
school children.
With the support of a small grant from the URBACT project, Bristol Food
Network brought together a team of 11 people who undertook surveys with 29
community food growing projects around the city between April and August
2014. The information gathered for this report includes area of land, ownership
or lease arrangements, type and scale of food production, organisational
structure, focus of the work (e.g. community growing to commercial), wider
food-related activities, funding, current needs and future aspirations. Surveys
also gave projects the opportunity to talk about their awareness of and
involvement in city-wide food initiatives like the Bristol Food Network, the
Bristol Good Food Plan and Green Capital 2015.
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Inevitably there are challenges. Given the timescale of the research and the
nature of voluntary sector projects, it was not always possible to maintain
consistency of data collection or to capture everything. Some projects have
several different small sites but for the purposes of the survey, data was collated
as if for just one site. Other projects had more than one larger site so it made
sense to record data separately.
Main questions included in the survey
 Scale and type of project (self-classification)
 Length of time the project has existed, temporary or permanent
 Amount of land used, ownership & type of land
 Governance structures, sources and impact of funding
 People involved, roles, local engagement
 Food production, types of produce, uses
 Other activities run on site
 Use of site by other groups
 Level of access by the public
 Affiliation to other groups
 Achievements
 Awareness of other food-related groups in the city
 Future aspirations and aims, needs and barriers
 Level of interest in wider network participation
 Future capacity
Total area of land area used by community food growing groups
In the autumn 2014, a GIS mapping exercise was done of 54 Bristol community
food growing sites. From the GIS mapping data, an estimated total of 296,569
square metres of land are currently used for community food growing on 71
sites (ranging from small raised beds to large fields), at 54 different locations
around Bristol.
296,569 square metres equates to 29.7 hectares or 73.3 acres. To get a sense of
what this might look like, an acre is about the size of 16 tennis courts or half a
typical UK football pitch. Bristol’s community food growing sites cover about
the equivalent of 36.5 football pitches. To get a sense of comparison, Bristol
City Council own 485 hectares of agricultural land (allotments, smallholdings,
farmland) – or about 600 football pitches.
The map shows the locations of the 29 projects surveyed, which are spread all
across Bristol and are set in very central urban as well as more rural out of town
surroundings.
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Scale and type of projects
Each site involves people growing food together but there are different ways of
organising this. Five main scales and types of community food growing
projects have emerged from this survey.
The category type does not necessarily relate to area of land. It relates more to
how the land is used and how the group runs itself. For the purposes of this
survey, groups were asked to define themselves. Some fall across more than one
category. Most of the sites have shared communal food growing spaces. The
largest land areas relate to just a few sites (e.g. Feed Bristol, Severn Project, Sims
Hill).
Scale & type categories

Number
of sites

Individual/Grow
your own

Very small scale growing. Individual
growing as they would in their own
garden for own consumption. E.g. in small
individual beds but as part of a communal
growing area e.g. Create Centre

1

Communal
growing space /
allotment

Generally small scale fruit and vegetables
growing. All land looked after together
and share the harvest.
Members/volunteers often involved as
have no garden of their own. Produce
mostly to take home. Often taking
advantage of disused areas of
land/allotments. E.g. Feed Bristol

19

Smallholding

Larger scale community growing, usually 4
involving the rearing of livestock. Produce
generally sold. E.g. Bramble farm.

Large Field

Large field, commercial scale growing eg
Severn Project, Sims Hill

2

Other

E.g. Hydroponic project

3
11

Survey of Bristol food growing projects, May 2015
Supported by URBACT Thematic Network “Sustainable Food in
Urban Communities”

Type of community food growing project and nature of land used
There is a wide range of types of food growing projects using a wide range of
different kinds of spaces. By way of example Bramble Farm is a smallholding
with livestock that was set up by a group of local families. In contrast Stoke Lane
community garden is a small public area of land in between shops and houses,
managed by a group of local residents. Windmill Hill City Farm was one of the
first city farms to be established in the UK in the early 1980’s and manages its
own fairly extensive allotment plots.

Type of growing project – taken from the self-classification results
Allotment

Attached to or part of an existing
allotment/disused allotment plots

Private garden
Community green space

Anything from small areas of overgrown public
land to public parks and church grounds. Many
run as social enterprises.

School garden

Leased from school/use allowed by school but
not a school project

Commercial enterprise

Run for profit

Mixture
City Farm
Cooperative/Members
owned

Groups were asked to define themselves, either selecting a given category or
telling us a new one. The graph below shows how the groups define themselves.
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Degree of permanence and nature of land ownership
This is again how the groups define themselves and perception differs from
project to project. The response choice was either ‘permanent’ or ‘temporary’.
Projects said that whether they saw themselves as permanent or temporary
was not necessarily a reflection of their contract with the landowner. (See the
graphs below). There was a high level of feeling of insecurity reflected in the
interviews.
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This graph shows the heavy reliance on BCC leases and therefore suggests
there is a need for a fair process of leasing land, that tenancies are secure,
that other Council departments (other than parks/allotments) are brought into
the discussion about the use of land holdings and the different types of assets
that are useful (e.g. aquaponics need buildings not necessarily open space).
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Length of time that the projects have existed
This graph shows that the ‘age’ of projects varies. 7 have existed for over 10
years, the most well established being Hartcliffe Health and Environment Action
Project (HHEAG) where the Molesworth community food growing site opened
1999. The newest sites include Grow Bristol set up in 2014, which was just 3
months old at the time of the survey.

Bristol’s four city farms
The city farms have been around longest, though community food growing is
a relatively recent activity. Not all of them were included in the survey, and
therefore not reflected in the graphs, but it is important to note their presence
and contribution to urban community food activities.
City farm

Farm opened

Community food
growing started

St Werburghs

1980

2001 – community
garden and community
orchard on two sites

Windmill Hill City Farm

1976

Various initiatives over
the years; has its own
allotment area on site
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Lawrence Weston

1986

2009 – on farm veg plot
2009 – local allotments
managed by farm
2011 – new community
orchard on farm

Hartcliffe Community
Park Farm

1983

2013- new community
allotments plots and
community orchard

Scale and range of food production - ‘More than just veg’ in Bristol too!
Projects were asked to estimate what proportion of their land was used for
different purposes. The chart below sets out visually the wide range of food
products that are grown in most community gardening projects. Even the
orchard projects often have a small amount of vegetable and herbs growing, and
conversely, many small projects have fruit trees.
Not all the interviewed projects were included in this chart as some were too
small to be able to meaningfully estimate proportions of land. An example would
be a hydroponics unit that is very compact or small areas of raised beds in public
places. The small public garden site on Stokes Lane is randomly planted and
fairly eclectic. It is a garden that has fruit, vegetables, and attracts wildlife. The
range of plating includes top fruit, soft fruit, vegetables, herbs, flowers, nut trees,
other (quince, crab apple, apple and pear x 2, damson, cherry). Produce is taken
home by volunteers when it is available and as the garden is open to the public
night and day some is taken by people who pass through or sit in the garden.
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What happens to the produce?
 45% sell their produce but for the majority of these this is only if they
have a glut of produce that cannot be used by members/volunteers.
Some use it as a way to generate funding and for a couple this is their
main purpose as commercial enterprises.
 For the majority selling produce is not a priority, they only do this
if there is a glut to avoid it going to waste.
 Most ‘Community growing space’ scale projects grow so volunteers
can take produce home. Members often growing in these projects
because don’t have a garden/waiting list for own allotment is too long.
 This data only covers those questionnaires that included proportions
of food.

Activity

Numbers of
projects

% of 29
projects
surveyed

Taken home

22

75.9

Sold

13

44.8

9

31.0

Community kitchen
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Free to public

10

34.5

Preserved

11

37.9

4

13.8

Other

Other activities
 Most groups make sure they leave some wild areas and wildlife
corridors to encourage wildlife. For example the areas between
growing beds are left grassy and wild at the Trinity Garden.
 The majority proactively plant ‘bee-friendly’ flowers. The Create
Centre garden has artificial mason bee nests to encourage them.
 Most groups are composting but for their own use rather than
commercial purposes. Only the city farms sell compost or give it
away for a donation.
 Over half run training and workshop sessions on site.
 A lot of the community projects are open to groups from other
organisations and run regular volunteering and growing days on
their site with them.
 ‘Other’ included land used for community facilities like kitchen,
meeting room (Feed Bristol); some stated shrubs and perennials; Sims
Hill leave at least half their site as green manures and vegetated
headlands.

Activity

Numbers of
projects

% of 29
projects
surveyed

Composting

21

72.4

Conservation/Wildlife

19

65.5

Cooking

12

41.4

Training/Workshops

18

62.1

Volunteer sessions

17

58.6

Other

16

55.2
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People involved
Most projects have between 5-10 people using the site every week. Typically,
the numbers of people that attend regular monthly events are around 20-40.
Larger events and festivals attract over 100 people in most cases. Community
growing projects attract mainly people from the local area where they are
based. Some of the projects are seen as innovative and thus are attracting more
visitors, which can put a strain on time and resources (e.g. HHEAG, Feed Bristol,
Severn Project).
Projects are set up differently in the way in which people can access them.
Projects like the Trinity Garden, Patchwork or Incredible Edible are open to the
public at all times, Let’s Grow or the Orchard at the Fishponds allotment are not
only hidden away but often locked and people need to become members or know
the opening hours to participate.
Social impacts vs food growing productivity - what is more important?
According to the responses about what volunteers gain from being part of the
project and the comments that volunteers themselves make the social element
and well-being gained from the project is at least just as important at getting
products/food out of it.
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Funding
The information collected on funding was incomplete. Four of the projects
reported no funding at all and another four did not answer the question.
However 20 of the projects have had some kind of funding grant. These are
mainly small grants of less than £5k, with some projects receiving multiple
grants. Only Feed Bristol and the Barton Hill Walled Garden have received
significantly higher grants. Inevitably there are clear links between levels of
services provided by the projects in relation to the level of funding they receive.

D: NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS
The survey asked groups a number of more qualitative questions about level of
interest in wider network participation, needs and barriers and about future
aspirations.
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Degree to which groups feel part of a network
 Not many feel they are part of a larger network. A few have existing
partnerships e.g. Sims Hill and Feed Bristol, but feel the only link they
have with the wider food growing network is through the Get Growing
Trail if they are part of it.
 Even those that are part of the Get Growing Trail feel that it does not
necessarily connect them to other groups as they don’t have time to
visit other sites.
 Lots of good feedback about the Get Growing Trail – good for
recruiting volunteers.
 Newsletter – lots of people receive it but very few read it. Feedback is
that it is too long and most don’t have time to scroll through
everything to see if there is anything relevant to them.
Suggestions for what groups would like to gain from a network
 Opportunities to share information, plants and seed swaps, visibility,
 Help with marketing, ‘Bristol Community Food’ shared market, food
hubs
 Help with funding, reducing competition and conflict, training,
 A shared events calendar,
 Centralised resource for policies/best practice, recognition,
 Suggestions of what to do with gluts,
 Ways to reach more local people, volunteer swap days, reciprocal
relationships with other projects, more volunteers,
 Access to more gardeners, inspiration,
 Themed networking events – a recurring theme is that people don’t
want to attend regular general networking events. They would rather
have 2 or 3 themed events a year where they can meet others running
similar projects and share information and skills.
Future aspirations
Common themes of what projects would like to achieve are:
 Buildings and shelter - those who have not got any sheltered space or
cooking facilities saw this as something they really wanted to do in the
future but were needing support to do so
 Getting more volunteers on board - all projects were keen to get more
volunteers involved, ideally individuals who are committed to
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growing and have time to give to the project and its activities, in many
cases new volunteers were seen as important for the community
elements which would allow other people to use the space and learn
skills
Becoming financially sustainable - all projects would like to be
financially independent of grants and run in a sustainable way in the
future

Impacts
All projects share a sense of achievement over what they have done in terms of
building their projects in line with their aims and ideas. This varies from just
growing food, to providing a space for cooking and learning, to creating an
outdoor space for people to enjoy together.

E: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This survey has revealed some helpful findings.
Building capacity within the network:
 Central coordination - Needed to help connect up the projects as a
stronger network, with a focus on sharing skills, organising visits,
linking up with volunteers, CSR team brokerage, possible company
sponsorship of sites.
 Local promotion – Many groups need to make themselves more visible
by advertising regular work-days and allocating a main contact in
order to increase their own local membership and participation.
 Self-sufficiency - A need to become less dependent on grant funding
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Increasing support for community food growing in Bristol
 Security of Council leases - There is a need to ensure that the value of
this type of land use is clearly visible and clearly valued. Many groups
feel insecure about their permanence, even though they officially have
a lease.
 A fair process of leasing land - Other Council departments, in addition
to the parks/allotments team, should be involved in the discussion
about the use of land holdings and the different types of assets that
could be used for food growing (e.g. aquaponics need buildings not
necessarily open space).
F: Contributors
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