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Introduction
On the eve of Brexit, there are currently a range of challenges and opportunities in UK
farming.
The need for appropriate land stewardship is combined with the need to address both
climate change and food poverty. We need to be able to provide local food for local
people sustainably and affordably.
On the one hand, land and rural property prices are high. Land at the current price does
not match the returns that can be made from the productive potential of the land as
farmland. Larger farms dominate with many farmers having left the sector. There are
challenges around succession with an aging farmer population. Affordable
accommodation for farmers is a challenge. It is therefore difficult for new entrants and
small-scale farmers to enter the market without significant capital funding.
On the other hand, the demand for local food appears strong. Consumers regularly
report that local food is important to them. The UK currently produces only about 50% of
our own food.
FarmStart is an initiative that started in Canada to address many of these themes. They
sought to address land tenure and stewardship and to provide practical support, sector
leadership and a voice for new generation farmers. The comprehensive programme
included farm tours and on-farm courses, business planning support and incubator farm
facilities.
In the UK a small number of FarmStart programmes have recently been developed to
address many of the challenges outlined above.
This report explores the feasibility of such a scheme in Lancaster.
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LANCASTER FARMSTART
FEASIBILITY STUDY: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Context and background:

Barriers to getting into farming
include:
- High prices for land and rural
accommodation: farmland prices no
longer reflect the productive potential of
the land as farmland
- Concentration of land into fewer large
farms
- Little access to training, mentorship and
funding
- Aging farmer demographic without
succession plans
- Relatively low long-term returns for
farming and long start-up phase with
investment needed

Yet the imperatives and demand
for local food remain high:
- The UK only produces around
50% of its own food
- Consumers are commited to
supporting British farmers (80%)
- Brexit is heightening concerns
about a food economy reliant on
cheap imports from other European
countries and seasonal labour
- Local suppliers of organic produce
to the Lancaster area actively want
to source more locally
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Lancaster FarmStart feasibility study - key findings and recommendations:
Funding and next
steps:

Recommendations

Key findings

Learning from
other FarmStart
schemes:
- All required grant
funding
- Support was
provided for both
training (growing
and business) and
enabling the set
up/nurturing of new
businesses
- the latter was key
to actually realising
the vision of new
local businesses

- A long term
strategic plan
should be in place
to set up a
commercially viable
local farm as an
exemplar and 'host'
for FarmStart in the
future
- The FarmStart
programme should
combine training in
growing and
business as well as
play an enabling
role to help new
independent
businesses emerge

Potential strategic
partners:
- The County and City
Councils might be
prepared to explore
access to local land on
a long term basis
- A new City Council
Community Wealth
Building initiative is
being put in place
- Other organisations
also have an interest in
setting up local
commercial small scale
farms
- local education
institutions are
interested in exploring
the opportunities
around FarmStart

- Land/support should
continue to be sought
from the County/City
Councils for example
when new
developments such as
Bailrigg Garden Village
are being planned
- Local partners with
land/farm management
and agricultural
education experience
should actively be
sought to realise the
long term vision

Potential buyers of
FarmStart and local
produce
- The local veg box
schemes and
independent organic
fruit/veg retailer were, in
principle, keen to
source more local
organic produce
- Local cafes were also
keen to buy more local
produce
- There is scope to also
supply larger
institutions such as the
University and/or
hospital
- there were obvious
existing opportunities to
join up local producers
and markets

- A collaboration of local
producers/sellers could
usefully provide a
strategic crop planning
function such that there
is complementarity in
what is being produced
locally
- A local
producers/sellers
cooperative could be
scoped (and additional
funding sought) to
provide resources to
develop local
distribution systems
and markets to create a
local framework within
which to distribute
FarmStart produce

Potential
FarmStarters:

- There is potential to
seek grant funding for a
short/long term
- Over 20 people
programme as part of a
quickly expressed
FarmStart vision
interest in being
- There are potentially
trainees on a
different funding
Lancaster-based
streams that could be
FarmStart scheme
explored, including
- Of those that
social enterprise;
expressed interest
developing
they had a range of
cooperatives; farm, food
experiences and
and the countryside;
background. Both the
and community projects
'training' function and
- Crowdsourced
potential 'enabling'
function of a FarmStart fundraising and
Community Supported
programme would be
Agriculture models
important
could be explored;
- working in a
some interest from
'cooperative' setting
and sharing work and individuals in
contributing to a longrisks was seen as
term investment in
important for the
FarmStart was identified
majority

- There are potentially
a wider group who
may be interested in a
FarmStart programme
and, for example, the
refugee and student
communities should
be connected with
- There is already a
demand for short
courses and a
programme should be
set up to build the
FarmStarter network
and expertise
- FarmStart should
support in both
'training' and 'enabling'
functions

- Bid for short-term
funding for a short
courses programme to
build local network and
expertise
- Bid for funding to set
up a ‘local
producers/sellers
cooperative’
- Apply to more
substantive funders to
support a multi-year
programme with both
‘set up’ funding for a
farm and for a
FarmStart initiative that
sits alongside
- Build community
engagement and crowdfunding potential

A 10 year potential vision is set out on the next page. Full recommendations are in the main report.
Networks and personal relationships will be key for this project to be successful. Lancaster
FarmStart should nurture local networks with other successful organic farmers/food/local
businesses and invest in its relationships with and between FarmStarters. This will be key to
harnessing the enthusiasm for the scheme.
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LANCASTER FARMSTART
10 YEAR VISION
YEARS
1

2

3

Set-up and establish a 'sustainable farming initiative' to take forward the actions of
the FarmStart feasibility study, including:
- deliver an annual programme of short courses/farm vists to build local expertise and
begin to network potential FarmStarters
- scope a local producers/sellers cooperative to put in place coordination as a pilot
programme for a better local 'enabling/distribution' system for small scale farmers
- continue to work strategically and practically to gain access to land within the District
to locate FarmStarter sites
- further scope and bid for funding to set up a full Lancaster FarmStart programme
- link with the Lancaster Sustainable Food Cities work to build a stronger local food
economy
- convene a stakeholder group to plan local growing and ensure complementarity

Set-up and establish a FarmStart training programme which:
- provides access to training, development and mentoring on how to set up
commercial food growing businesses
- provides a flexible programme of resources, including individual plots for growing,
shared tools/equipment, and a shared commercial growing pilot
- puts in place a formal mentoring system, building on local expertise
- develops an 'enabling' mechanism to support FarmStarters to transition to set up
indvidual or cooperative/commercial growing businesses
- is integrated with the 'local producers/seller' organisation (mentioned above) which
matches small scale producers to local markets
- works strategically with the stakeholder group (mentioned above) to crop plan and
ensure complementary local growing
- provide marketing support on behalf of the FarmStart programme
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5

6 - 10

Work with key
stakeholders to
scope availability of
land and funding, to
realise the longer
term vision of a
community farm and
resources/support for
transitioning
FarmStarters from
the programme to
future enterprises

Establish an exemplar farm as a culmination of the FarmStart programme, providing
employment and acting as an showcase for local sustainable farming.
This will:
- scale up local production, to complement other local food producers and work in
collaboration with the local stakeholder group
- act as a training facility for future FarmStarters with alumni fulfilling mentoring and
other roles
- provide space for other complementary micro-businesses with access to commercial
kitchens and other facilities
- provide a 'home' for the FarmStart programme and continue to build the local food
economy

Throughout, work closely with local stakeholders, including the Universities and local colleges, the City and County Councils, the existing
local organic producers and sellers, the community growing projects and local potential procurers including cafes, restaurants and large
institutions and work within the Lancaster Sustainable City strategy and framework.

A strategic and practical approach to growing more local food and getting it to market
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1. Executive Summary: key findings, next steps and recommendations
See previous three pages
2. Framing the study
2.1. Background and scope
LESS is a social enterprise committed to local sustainable living in the Lancaster area. In
recent years LESS has focused on growing the local food economy, including running
four seasonal markets a year, driving forward the Sustainable Food City agenda and
authoring a weekly column in the Lancaster Guardian.
As a result of this work, it was noted that there was a shortage of local food producers.
FarmStart schemes operating in Canada and the UK were noted as a potential solution
and, as a result, a FarmStart feasibility study was scoped to explore the local barriers to,
interest in and models for a potential Lancaster-based scheme to support the
development of new farmers.
FarmStart is shorthand for a kind of business incubator programme that enables trainees
to work within a structured framework to gain the necessary skills and experience to set
up a local commercial food growing business. Trainees can often join the scheme parttime for an agreed timeframe of up to five years and will have access to land, training,
shared tools/machinery and other support. Strengthening the local food economy is a
key aim of a FarmStart scheme.
The feasibility study sought to address four main themes within its scope:
- whether there is a market for such a scheme in Lancaster
- the potential models, learning, challenges and successes from other FarmStart
models
- local resources that might support such a scheme
- the development of a model that will work in Lancaster
The feasibility study was undertaken during an eleven-week period between April and
June 2018. The main constraint was the timescale and time within which the project was
undertaken (160 hours work overall, which equates to the equivalent of approximately 22
full days) with a need to prioritise and take a pragmatic approach to addressing the
scope of the project.
2.2. Approach and method
In order to address the four areas the following approach was undertaken:
-

a review of the national farming landscape was conducted via web research and
reports from key organisations
the local environment had been mapped by LESS through it’s Community Economic
Development plan which was put together with wide community engagement in 2016.
This was drawn upon to understand the local landscape and some of the potential
opportunities
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-

a survey enabled people who were interested in being participants on a FarmStart
programme to register their interest and provide details on their background, related
experiences and preferences for such a scheme. Follow up interviews were also
conducted and a small focus group held

-

interviews/meetings were undertaken with a range of stakeholders including:
o local councillors
o funders of the project
o local businesses already engaged in organic farming or sale of organic
produce, including local veg box schemes, retailers and cafes/restaurants
o community growing projects including Claverhill and the Eco-Hub at Lancaster
University
o local education institutions with a stake in sustainable farming, including
Lancaster University and Mysercough College
o local business networks including the Ethical Small Traders Association
o those working with food poverty

-

desk research explored a range of FarmStart models and in-depth discussions took
place with the Kindling Trust in Manchester, Organic Lea in London and Nourish
Scotland based in Edinburgh

-

the Sustainable Food Cities Lancaster REFRESH meeting on 14 June also brought
together many of the key stakeholders and discussions overlapped with the
FarmStart themes

-

finally, the Directors and staff of LESS shared experience and expertise in the
development of the local food economy and the role that LESS may play in taking the
project and emerging themes forward

Overall, around 27 organisations and well over 60 individuals contributed to the scoping
project. However, there were many more people, organisations and businesses whose
input would have enriched the study further. We hope that the proposed next steps will
enable any additional interested parties to engage and shape further the emerging
proposals.
3. Background and context
3.1. A sector in crisis? Challenges and opportunities in farming
The need for a major transformation and re-imagination of our global food system is
becoming increasingly recognised. Global and local challenges are intertwined and
include: the effects of climate change; the rise of mega-corporations and their hold over
food production; growing inequality, coupled with food poverty and poor nutrition;
increasing land prices; and distorted markets whereby prices do not reflect the wider
environmental and true costs of food.
The UK Government’s 2011 report ‘Foresight: The Future of Food and Farming,
challenges and choices for global sustainability’ highlights a range of challenges,
including that ‘there needs to be a greater realisation that market failures exist in the
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food system that, if not corrected, will lead to irreversible environmental damage and
long-term threats to the viability of the food system1’.
3.1.1 Land
As well as environmental challenges, the cost of land has increased substantially since
the introduction of area-payments in 2005. Large landowners are buying land as an
‘investment opportunity’ as it is seen as a commodity which is incentivised by subsidy
payments. As well as land prices increasing, rural property prices have also risen such
that farm houses and buildings are often sold to people who have no intention of farming
the associated land. Thus the affordability of rural housing for new farmers has become
a key challenge with the capital required to buy land also out of reach. According to the
Landworkers’ Alliance, since 2005, ‘the price of farmland has more than doubled2’ and is
currently trading at around £10,000 an acre3.
Land at this price does not match the returns that can be made from the productive
potential of the land as farmland.
These themes are echoed in Canada. The FarmStart initiative there set out a range of
considerations for new farmers. These included that ‘Sustainability means long-term
land tenure and stewardship. The long-term investments needed to care for our land,
soil, ecosystems and local communities require secure land tenure for those who grow
food, and access on affordable terms for those who want to begin. We cannot continue
to let much of our best farmland be bought up by speculators and developers who are
intent on converting it, permanently, to non-agricultural uses’.4
Both access to land and its stewardship are key to addressing climate change, food
poverty and to being able to provide local food for local people sustainably and
affordably.

Figure 1

1
2
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/28
https://landworkersalliance.org.uk/2017/08/newentrants/ accessed 22 June 2018
3
https://www.ft.com/content/bce30bee-1016-11e8-8cb6-b9ccc4c4dbbb accessed 20 June 2018
4
http://www.farmstart.ca/new-farmers/
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3.1.2 Farms and new farmers
‘Since 2005… 35,000 farmers have left the land and the average age of UK farmers has
risen to over 605’. The double impact of an ageing demographic of farmers and the
significant barriers to entering farming are cause for concern. FarmStart programmes
aim to address this challenge.
In the UK, large farms dominate the sector. In 2010, agricultural holdings of 100
hectares or more represented 21% of farms and 72% of agricultural land. If you add in
farms of 50-99 hectares then these larger farms share 87% of the UKs utilised
agricultural land and around 40% of all holdings6.
Yet there is evidence to suggest that small-scale farming can be productive, financially
viable, and more attractive to new entrants to farming. It is also a more accessible option
to new generation farmers.
The Landworkers’ Alliance and Coventry University reviewed 69 holdings of 20 hectares
or less and concluded that despite many organic market gardens being under 5 hectares
and, therefore, not receiving Basic Farm Payments, they were able to produce yields of
certain crops that exceeded those of non-organic growers.
Importantly, though, new entrants found these smaller scale farms more attractive
places to work.
‘Many young people are attracted to the more varied, meaningful and skilled work
offered by small scale organic and agroecological holdings, as opposed to industrial
farm work which is perceived to be monotonous. Aspiring new entrants are motivated to
learn about systems which address environmental challenges such as climate change,
soil depletion and biodiversity loss, and prefer the friendlier atmosphere of small farms
and market gardens, where they can learn a variety of skills’.7
However, there are relatively few training programmes for those who want to make a
journey towards being a sustainable farmer8. In the UK, the Soil Association runs a
Future Growers9 scheme which is a 6-month training programme focused around
monthly intensive weekend field trips. Joining the scheme costs roughly between £1500£2000. They also list on their website other potentially useful courses10. Compared to
the possibilities for training and development in other careers, there are very limited
5

https://landworkersalliance.org.uk/2017/08/newentrants/ accessed 22 June 2018
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php/Agricultural_census_in_the_United_Kingdom accessed 17 June 2018
7
https://landworkersalliance.org.uk/2017/07/small-scale-agroecological-farms-attract-uk-workersproduce-high-yields-of-vegetables-and-deliver-multiple-environmental-and-social-benefits/ accessed
27 June 2018
8
see https://www.ucsusa.org/food-agriculture/advance-sustainable-agriculture/what-is-sustainableagriculture#.W0W_gy3Mz3A for some context on ‘sustainable farming’, accessed 11 June 2018
9
https://www.soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/supporting-you/future-growers/ accessed 29 June
2018
10
https://www.soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/supporting-you/future-growers/future-growerscourse-details/other-courses-and-opportunities/ accessed 29 June 2018
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opportunities and most require a fee to be paid and/or advanced volunteering to build up
the necessary skills/experience.
3.1.3 Brexit
The UK produces around 50% of its own food11. Coupled with the established trends
outlined above, there is currently additional uncertainty relating to the UK leaving the
European Union. As the UK moves to a new system of incentives and subsidies for
British farms12, and current seasonal farm labour from other European countries is under
threat13, the need to produce more home grown food through financially and
environmentally sustainable farms is more critical than ever.
3.1.4 A new model?
In June 2017, a coalition of grassroots unions and campaigning organisations14 (which
included the Landworkers’ Alliance and Global Justice Now) launched a comprehensive
vision of food and farming in England based on 18 months of consultation that ‘is rooted
in the lived experiences and needs of people most affected by the failures in the current
food system’15. ‘A People’s Food Policy’ sets out a need to radically change the food
system and put the ‘wellbeing of people, health of the environment, and the ability of
future generations to provide for themselves16’ at the heart of future policy.
The recommendations of particular relevance to the FarmStart feasibility study include:
- increase local food production and consumption
- increase horticultural production
- strengthen community access to land
- improve tenant farmers’ rights
- create opportunities for training and apprenticeships
- protect and improve soils
- improve vocational training
- prioritise short supply chains in local and domestic policies
- prioritise sourcing local produce in public procurement contracts
- fund community farms and new farmers
Brian Kelly at Organic Lea in London summarised the challenges and opportunities in
the following visual17:

11

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/food-statistics-pocketbook-2017/food-statistics-inyour-pocket-2017-summary accessed 20 June 2018
12
http://uk.businessinsider.com/quarter-english-farms-bankrupt-after-brexit-2018-4 accessed 20 June
2018
13

https://www.nfuonline.com/assets/105266, accessed 20 June 2018
Full list available at: https://www.peoplesfoodpolicy.org/about-us accessed 24 June 2018
15
https://www.peoplesfoodpolicy.org/download page 2, accessed 25 June 2018
16
https://www.peoplesfoodpolicy.org/download page 2, accessed 25 June 2018
17
http://orfc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Building-the-case-for-farming-futures.pdf accessed
27 June 2018
14
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Figure 2
If we are to envision a world where local food is valued and produced sustainably, where
environmental responsibility and land stewardship are key tenets, where local people
engage in meaningful work for a fair wage and where communities work together to
enable access to land and training, then FarmStart has a key potential role in meeting
these opportunities.
3.2. A local context: Lancaster, local food and farming
LESS’s Community Economic Development plan provides background on the local area
which describes Lancaster as ‘largely an affordable area of the country to live in with
high levels of access to the natural environment - the predominant land use being ‘green
space’. Urban areas include open and green spaces and the hinterland includes large
parts of the AONBs of Arnside & Silverdale and the Forest of Bowland. Agricultural land
in Lancaster District is mainly classified under grades three to five, with dairy and
livestock grazing in less favoured areas and lowland livestock grazing being the most
common farm types.’18
In addition, there are many well-established community growing and food projects,19 as
well as an annually updated local food directory20 and four seasonal markets a year in
Lancaster for harvest, mid-winter, spring and mid-summer, which focus on local food
producers. Two local organic veg box schemes deliver to Lancaster, Growing with
Nature, which is based in Pilling, and Growing with Grace, which is based in Clapham.
Single Step, the whole-food cooperative sell organic (and local where available) fruit and
veg. Claverhill Community Food Growing project, situated on the old prison farm site,
supply small amounts of salad leaves and other produce to Single Step and local cafes.

18

http://www.lessuk.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/LESS-CED-Plan-March-2016.pdf
accessed 20 June 2018
19
http://www.lessuk.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/LESS-CED-Plan-March-2016.pdf pages
8/9, accessed 20 June 2018
20
http://www.lessuk.org/directory.php accessed 20 June 2018
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The Eco-Hub at Lancaster University is student run and sells produce at the weekly
university market.
However, based on the discussions that took place within the project, there are key gaps
in what local food is available. There is rarely a stall at the seasonal markets selling local
fruit/veg and there is very little fruit grown locally. There are very limited supplies of
some crops, for example salad leaves, which could be grown locally and all year round
in poly-tunnels or under glass. Herbs, edible flowers and mushrooms are all potential
higher value local crops. If any large-scale institution decided to implement a ‘buy local
food’ procurement policy, there would be very little supply to meet demand.
4. Key findings
4.1. The interest in being a potential FarmStarter
The project sought to explore the interest of local people in becoming a sustainable
farmer and getting into commercial local food production. In order to do this, a survey
was developed to enable people to register their potential interest. We used the following
strap-lines to attract interest:
‘Are you interested in growing food for a living?
Ever thought about becoming a sustainable farmer?
Are you dreaming of doing something different?’
We are keen to hear from any ‘would-be’ growers who might be interested in taking part
in a sustainable farm business incubator scheme.
Whether you’re looking to make a gradual transition from community or allotment
growing to commercial production, or are considering exploring this as a new option, we
would love to hear from you.’
The survey was distributed widely through LESS networks, via a range of Facebook
groups including those for community growing projects and to all the Allotment
Associations in the City. It was also the feature of an article in the Lancaster Guardian21
on 10 May. All respondents were then contacted (up to twice!) and invited to either take
part in a face-to-face focus group, or to provide additional input via semi-structured
telephone interviews. Fifteen were in further communication and of those, 14 provided
additional input.
However, it is noted that although some attempts were made to reach some ‘harder to
reach’ communities, such as the local travelling and refugee communities, resources
were limited for wider engagement. This could be further explored in future.

21

http://www.lessuk.org/blog/2018/05/10/fill-out-our-farmstarter-survey/
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Background and motivations

Figure 3
Around 50% [12] of respondents were employed, working between 1-39 hours a week
and household income levels varied with 4 respondents reporting less than £10,000 a
year and 13 between £20,000 and £40,000.
Respondents highlighted a range of reasons for wanting to be part of a FarmStart
programme (see figure 4), but these three reasons were ranked the highest:
- I want to work with likeminded people
- I want to support Lancaster’s sustainable food economy
- I want to learn more about sustainable food growing

Figure 4
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A collaborative approach
The notion of ‘working with likeminded’ individuals and the idea of a
collaborative/community-focused approach was a strong theme in the responses. In
answer to the question ‘What attracts you to the idea of a FarmStart project in
Lancaster?’ the following free text responses were recorded:
‘It sounds like a wonderful cooperative type business providing good fresh food locally’
‘Meeting like minded people and developing the interest I enjoy doing so much.’
‘I find growing locally and providing food makes communities more connected, resilient
and healthier.’
‘Being part of a sustainable community that will hopefully have benefits locally (food
source) and globally (pollution reduction).’
‘I love growing and part of me is really excited by the idea of being able to turn this from
a hobby into something whereby I could earn (at least some kind of!) living. It'd be
especially nice to learn and do this with the support and community of likeminded
others.’
‘The wonderful initiative and support’
‘I am also interested in meeting like-minded growers who are passionate about providing
local food that is beneficial to both the local community and its environment.’
‘Collective, collaborative action exploring sustainable approaches to food growing’
‘The potential of generating a vibrant community around commercial organic food
growing in Lancaster.’
‘Community networking that is food based’
This was also born out through the follow up interviews and focus group. Although some
respondents were specifically interested in working alone on a single plot, the majority
were keener to share experiences, risks, knowledge and work for a range of reasons.
One respondent specifically mentioned the need for a people-centred approach.
Experience and training needs
In terms of the focus of training needs identified:
-

17 reported experience of garden/allotment/community growing
5 reported experience of working on an organic/ agro-ecological farm
only 1 reported no previous direct experience of growing food, but of having a dream
of one day becoming a sustainable farmer

Despite this, in the follow-up interviews/conversations there was an overwhelming
interest in focusing initially on developing commercial ‘growing’ skills, with a later move
to cover the business skills.
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Some FarmStart survey respondents were already well-informed and in some cases
expert in particular areas, for example mushroom growing, aquaponics and farm
management/lead grower experience
Formal qualifications were of interest to 40% of respondents.
Respondents requested training on the following themes:

Figure 5
There were other mentions of interest in:
- aquaculture, aquaponics
- tree crops/integrated agroforestry
- permaculture, companion planting and bee keeping
- hydroponics and fungiculture
- seed saving
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Potential FarmStart values/principles and set up
We asked respondents how important it was that the FarmStart was run on organic
principles. 91% thought that was important, but no respondents felt that formal organic
certification was important.
70% of respondents said it was important that a scheme was cooperatively run.
Just over half were also interested in live-stock farming. Many commented in the free
text that live-stock farming should be for eggs/honey/manure etc rather than meat.
Preferences over timing of the programme were mixed. 40% wanted evenings, 22%
weekends and 17% weekdays. The majority (87%) wanted it to be part-time.
There was also no real consensus on whether the programme should have a fee
associated with it. 39% said if would need to be free to attend. 30% said they could pay
up to £1000 a year. Other responses included ideas such as paying in vegetables from
the first year’s crop.
In terms of location, the need for close proximity to the city centre was noted. Ideas
about urban settings for aquaponics were also raised particularly in relation to
development plans for the city centre.
A theme that was strongly voiced in the focus group was the need to go beyond
volunteers in these kind of food-growing projects. Although the majority were interested
in sharing the risks/experience of the programme with others, this should not be taken to
mean that they wanted a community growing project run on a volunteer basis (which
already exist in Lancaster). The focus on ‘earning a living’ was critical to the majority of
those that responded.
It was also noted in a range of conversations about this project that there need to be
realistic expectations relating to the commercial returns in this sector. Being a smallscale farmer is somewhat of a lifestyle choice as much as a way of earning an income.
4.2. The interest in supporting such a project from local organisations
This part of the project aimed to explore a wide network of potential supporters of a
FarmStart programme. This included local farms, other organisations which had run
FarmStart programmes already in the UK, and organsations which may be able to
provide training and/or formal qualifications to people who are part of a FarmStart
scheme.
Generally speaking, there was a willingness to engage in the development of the project
and an enthusiasm for the outcomes it aims to provide.
Some organisations emerged as key potential partners, collaborators or supporters.
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These included:
-

Growing with Grace: a community cooperative farm, organic grower and box
scheme operator based in Clapham. Growing with Grace grow organically under
nearly 2 acres of glasshouses and sell their produce via their box scheme and on-site
shop. As well as their own produce, Growing with Grace source additional produce
and ‘local’ is a key procurement criteria. There are clear opportunities to work on a
complementary basis to produce additional local crops which could be sold via the
box scheme22.

-

Growing Well: a mental health charity, organic farm and training centre based in
South Cumbria near Kendal. A leading ‘Care Farm’ providing mental health support,
Growing Well also operate a crop-share scheme and are recognised providers of up
to Level 3 production horticulture qualifications23. As well as being a potential training
partner, Growing Well are also interested in replicating their model in other locations,
which could potentially include the Lancaster area and provide an opportunity for
partnership with a FarmStart programme.

-

Backsbottom Farm: is an organic farm of around 100 hectares of woodland. There
are organic orchards that produce apples and plums and sheep farming. Rod Everett
is seeking trained people to farm the land which also houses the Middlewood Trust24.
The orchards preserve over 200 apple varieties, including many local to Lancashire,
and there was previously an approved standard kitchen for food processing. There
may be opportunities for collaboration within a FarmStart scheme.25
.
Myerscough College: a land-based further and higher education college with a
Rural Business Centre and a new Food and Farming Innovation Technology Centre
which has industry standard kitchens. Myersough run a programme of agriculture
courses, including one-day and short courses which cover a range of skills such as
tractor driving, bee-keeping and sheep handling and management. They also run a
10 week introduction to ‘small-holding’ course as well as having a working 300
hectare farm on site26. While organic farming and community led projects have not
been their primary focus, there are clear potential partnership opportunities in a
number of areas.

-

-

Lancaster University: is a leading higher education institution based just outside
Lancaster City. The Lancaster Environment Centre (LEC)27 is a major centre for
teaching, innovation and research based and was set up in 2003. Sustainable
farming is within the LEC remit. Lancaster University also have an active Eco-Hub
which is student-led and part of the Green Lancaster initiative28. The Eco-Hub sells
organic foodstuffs and fresh vegetables and eggs on the weekly market at the
University. The University also owns a significant amount of farmland near to its
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http://www.growingwithgrace.org.uk
https://www.growingwell.co.uk
24
http://www.middlewoodtrust.co.uk accessed 20 June
25
http://www.rodspermaculture.co.uk/uploads/1/1/0/0/11007305/forest_of_bowland_-farmprofilebacksbottomfarm.pdf accessed 20 June
26
https://www.myerscough.ac.uk accessed 20 June
27
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/lec/ accessed 29 June 2018
28
https://lancastersu.co.uk/green-lancaster accessed 29 June 2018
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campus on the outskirts of Lancaster. The University would therefore be an obvious
long-term partner for a new initiative to set up FarmStart and/or a local farm.
-

University Hospitals of Morecambe Bay Trust: is becoming increasingly aware of
the importance of local, sustainable food for the health and wellbeing of the
population that it serves. As part of its Better Care Together Strategy it is exploring a
number of ways in which it can engage with this issue. Some particular schemes are
currently being looked at in some detail.
As part of the Trust's, Lancaster Health Festival - the Lost Art of Living, Professor
Linda Hendry from Lancaster University will explore post Brexit food security and in
the local context of Lancaster. A scheme such as FarmStart ought to have a key part
in this.
Secondly, plans are at the initial stages of looking at the possibility of initiating an
outdoor market on Trust premises at Lancaster that will be easily accessible to staff
and patients and will supply fresh fruit and vegetables. This opens up the possibility
of a marketing opportunity/outlet for the FarmStart scheme. Similarly a staff veg box
scheme is also being scoped.

-

The Kindling Trust: working since 2007, Kindling is a Manchester-based
organisation working for a just and ecologically sustainable society. Guided by the
Food Sovereignty approach, Kindling’s work aims to showcase an alternative model
of local food production, which tackles inequality29. Kindling have run two FarmStart
schemes, which are described later in the report and, given their relative proximity to
Lancaster, would be an obvious potential partner for a future FarmStart Lancaster
initiative.

-

Single Step: the whole-food cooperative shop in Lancaster, Single Step is the main
seller of organic produce aside from the supermarkets30. They aim to source local
organic fruit and vegetables and might consider working strategically with local
growers, including a FarmStart programme to ensure complementarity of produce.

Unfortunately, some organisations such a Growing with Nature31 were unable to engage
with the feasibility study though were supportive of the initiative and may be able to
engage in the project at a later date.
We also approached local schools to explore links where they were delivering local
horticulture qualifications, but were unable to explore potential connections further. It
might be useful to explore the aspirations of young people on these courses and the
opportunities open to them to pursue roles in horticulture to ascertain whether a scheme
such as FarmStart may be of interest.

29

https://kindling.org.uk accessed 20 June 2018
http://www.singlestep.org.uk/index.html accessed 20 June 2018
31
http://www.growing-with-nature.co.uk accessed 20 June 2018
30
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4.3. Local potential buyers of locally grown produce
One of the key questions for this study was ‘is there still a demand for local food?’. The
LESS Community Economic Development plan explored this fully in 2016 via a survey of
local people, which asked respondents about eating local food. Of the 566 respondents,
60% said they ate local food at least once a week.
‘Reasons for eating local food, in order of popularity, included: wanting to support local
business; to reduce food miles; liking to know where food has come from; ‘it tastes
better’; to improve animal welfare. Reasons for not eating local food boiled down to ease
of access and cost and correlated with suggested methods for increasing access to local
food.’32
These are broadly reflected by national statistics, which state that 60% of people
surveyed ‘try to buy British food whenever they can’ and nearly 80% ‘think it is important
to support British farmers’. Just over 40% said they were prepared to pay more for
British food.33
As any FarmStart produce would initially be fairly small-scale, we focused on
understanding the demand from the perspective of sellers/retailers of local organic food.
As highlighted above, there are a limited number of current retailers of locally grown
produce in Lancaster, which is not surprising given there is very little supply. Therefore,
we sought to understand the sourcing priorities and practicalities of these organisations
as a basis for understanding the likely opportunities for sale of any FarmStart produce,
and, in the longer term, larger scale crops.
What became evident is that:
-

For organisations that sell organic and/or local food, both they and their
customers are buying into a set of values which often includes a combination of
locally sourced, seasonal, fairly traded, and/or organic

-

Even within the small number of organisations consulted, there were obvious
opportunities for joining up supply with markets

-

All the organisations34 cited that they were short of resources and practical things
such as distribution were key to their decision-making about how to get produce
to markets. For example, Growing Well does not distribute its produce: it operates
a crop share scheme, whereby shareholders collect their weekly allocation. For
both Single Step and Growing with Grace having produce delivered directly to
them was important. This resonated with a number of local cafes. Where margins
are tight, practicalities relating to distribution played a key enabling or dis-enabling
role

32

http://www.lessuk.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/LESS-CED-Plan-March-2016.pdf pages
10/11 accessed 20 June 2018
33
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/food-statistics-pocketbook-2017/food-statistics-inyour-pocket-2017-summary accessed 20 June 2018
34
Including Growing with Grace, Single Step, Growing Well, Backsbottom Farm, the Radish, Roots
and the Unicorn Grocer in Manchester which provided written input
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-

At the same time, other organisations, such as the Old School Brewery35 in
Warton were interested in exploring the possibilities of sharing delivery functions
with a FarmStart programme

-

For organisations sourcing produce from wholesalers (eg Growing with Grace,
Single Step, local cafes), they were generally keen to consider replacing that
produce with locally sourced food if it were available and complemented any other
local suppliers with whom they already had a relationship. A strategic approach
with collaborative local crop planning for complementarity would be of huge value

-

Quality, reliability, frequency and timing of deliveries and cost will be key
considerations for any FarmStart programme in order to build up trust and orders
with local markets

-

There remains a debate to be had about the benefits of formal organic
certification with its associated costs. For Single Step and Growing with Grace
this was important; for local cafes and other outlets, less so

-

Other major institutions, such as the hospital and Lancaster University have made
commitments to locally sourced food.

It is also worth noting that a previous LESS project, Growing Our Local Food
Economy36, included a ‘Food Loop’ game which aimed to track local spending on
groceries and eating out.
The Local Loop project tracked local spending on food through interested individuals
who provided details of transactions. 2322 trades were recorded in the two-year period
(2015-17) of the project with a total value of almost £26.6k. This was roughly split
between groceries (£14.4k) and eating and drinking out (£12.2k). Further tracking of
local supply chain spending demonstrated that the £26.6k initially spent by customers
generated a further £41k of business to business re-spend, giving the total value of the
original £26.6k a final demonstrated value of £67.6k to the local food economy.
Supermarkets typically spend 5% of their income from customer spend with local
suppliers. In the case of our Local Loop sample the equivalent re-spend was 155% as
the money was passed on through local supply chains37.
This resonates with the ‘Preston model’ discussions later in the report and highlights the
multiplier effect of building and investing in the local food economy.

35

http://www.oldschoolbrewery.co.uk accessed 29 June 2018
http://www.lessuk.org/page.php?secid=123&page=Growing+Our+Local+Food+Economy
accessed 29 June 2018
37
Source: Michael Hallam, Local Loop project. Retrospective data provided to the FarmStart project,
June 2018
36
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4.4. Learning, challenges and successes: themes from other projects
The feasibility study aimed to explore learning, challenges and successes from other
models in order to inform the development of any Lancaster-based FarmStart scheme.
The FarmStart model initially started in Canada in 2005 in response to an aging farming
community and recognition that barriers were preventing new and/or young farmers from
entering the sector. As government focus started to address the need for local,
sustainable food supplies, the scheme provided an opportunity for new farmers and the
agricultural sector to explore innovative ways to meet some of these challenges38.
In researching this project, we focused on exploring the background to the Canadian
schemes, particularly because there was easily accessible published literature (in
English) about the experiences, and on the schemes that have operated in the UK.
As a result, we visited the Kindling Trust39 in Manchester, who run two types of
FarmStart schemes, and Nourish Scotland40 in Edinburgh who support a range of food
producers. We also talked with Organic Lea41 in London about their FarmStart scheme
and explored some broader box scheme themes with the Cambridge Organic Food
Company42.
A summary of each Farmstart scheme and the setting that they operate within is
included below.
Overall, there were some common themes from the FarmStart programmes:
-

All were trying to meet a range of ‘social’ goals, such as moving towards a more
socially and environmentally ‘just’ food system, within a broader commitment to
set up new farms and train new farmers, or to support participants to make a
living from farming

-

All the FarmStart schemes that were reviewed were made possible through grant
funding, which indicates that intervention in the market is needed in order to
create change in this area and to provide that ‘incubator/enabling’ role for new
entrants

-

Inevitably, the ‘type’ of organisation that acted as the ‘host’ for the FarmStart
schemes shaped the programmes, and while the overall aims were similar (ie to
set up new sustainable farming businesses) the ways that the FarmStart
programmes were delivered differed

38

http://www.farmstart.ca/about/ accessed 20 June 2018
https://kindling.org.uk accessed 20 June 2018
40
http://www.nourishscotland.org accessed 20 June 2018
41
https://www.organiclea.org.uk accessed 20 June 2018
42
https://www.cofco.co.uk accessed 11 July 2018
39
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-

All appeared to achieve good outcomes (where they were available to review) for
participants on the programmes, but there is a challenge with the long term
funding of such a scheme

4.4.1 Case study: FarmStart, Ontario, Canada
FarmStart aimed to provide practical support, sector leadership and a voice for a new
generation of farmers. They delivered a comprehensive range of programmes,
including:
-

Skills building farm tours and on-farm courses: providing opportunities to
learn from existing farm businesses and operations and connect with peer
and mentor farmers. On-farm courses included topics such as bee
keeping, small equipment and weed management, cover cropping,
greenhouse production etc.

-

Digging into farming: this was a way of encouraging an ‘active planning
approach’ for serious prospective farmers to acquire the skills they needed
to launch effective farm businesses. The main course outcome was a
rigorous New Farm Action Plan that acted as a pre-requisite for their StartUp Farm Programme.

-

Start-up Farms: the development of Incubator Farm facilities enabled new
farms to test products and practices, gain experience and build capacity. At
the same time, they provided access to land infrastructure, equipment,
business skills and mentorship for 6 years during the start-up phase.
Within the Start-Up farm, there was a community of farmers, which helped
to mitigate the riskiness and loneliness of attempting to set up a farm
business alone. Facilities included:
§
§
§
§

Training Farms with a curriculum and flexible internships
Incubator Farm Facility providing small independent plots of land for
aspiring farmers to try their ideas
Shared Business Development Facility for farmers who are at the
stage where they need more land and longer tenure to develop their
businesses
Non-commercial allotment garden plots, which enabled public
engagement, community building and public health benefits

The ‘goal was to develop an effective Start-Up Farm business model in which new
farmers pay a progressive fee structure that supports their start-up phase but
prevents them from developing non-viable production techniques and business
plans. The farmers’ revenues were designed to be able to carry the operating, repair
and improvement costs of the farm. But they are not able to contribute anything
for the Program management or organization core.’43
In terms of training, they noted ‘Farmers teaching farmers either through mentoring
or peer-to-peer opportunities, was indicated as critically important to new farmers.
This type of learning opportunity becomes the difference between education that is
43

http://www.farmstart.ca/about/past-programs/ accessed 27 June 2018
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‘learning about’ farming and that which is ‘learning how to be’ a successful farmer.’ 44
We understand that the FarmStart programme is currently not in operation due to a
lack of core funding, but that various functions are now managed through other
organisations.
4.4.2 Case Study: FarmStart at the Kindling Trust, Manchester
The ‘UK’s very first farm incubator initiative!’ was launched by the Kindling Trust in
2013:
‘Without hefty savings or a farm in the family, starting a new career on the land is
almost impossible for most. By providing access to affordable land, shared
equipment, training and a ready market, we’ve created a supported route into farming
for brand new entrants, helping build a new generation of organic growers in the
North West. FarmStart means that skilled and enthusiastic people from all
backgrounds can build new careers in producing fresh, healthy, sustainable food for
local markets.’
The original annual programme was structured around up-front training during the
winter before FarmStarters took on a 1/8 acre plot to trial their growing skills and
business ideas. The scheme, which participants pay to take part in, combined
horticultural and entrepreneurial skills development with a long-term aim to enable
them to develop organic growing businesses in the north-west. Shared tools and
equipment were available for all FarmStarters and the programme was designed to
work for people who had other part or full time employment.
Significantly, FarmStart is a grower-member of the Manchester Veg People45
cooperative, which supplies veg to cafes, restaurants and institutions in Manchester,
and part of the Veg Box People46. Through this mechanism, and arrangements with
the Abbey Leys Farm Shop and Farmers Market and the Unicorn Grocery47,
FarmStarters were able to get their produce to market relatively easily. They also
received input on crops that were likely to be of interest to these organisations in
order to plan their growing to meet the demand of the local market.
One participant of the scheme talked about how she had joined with very little
growing experience, but that the scheme had put her in contact with a great network
of people. The FarmStart experience had been crucial in getting future food-related
jobs and gave her a track record in growing, selling and working within the sector. In
addition, she sold enough produce to re-coup the fee for being on the programme as
well as the costs of seeds, compost and other materials.
The Kindling Trust has since developed a second FarmStart programme model,
which operates from a different site at Woodbank in Stockport.

44

http://www.farmstart.ca/wp-content/uploads/Learning-to-Become-a-Farmer-2012.pdf accessed 29
June 2018
45
http://www.vegpeople.org.uk accessed 27 June 2018
46
https://vegboxpeople.org.uk accessed 27 June 2018
47
https://www.unicorn-grocery.coop accessed 27 June 2018
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The ‘programme is for people who want to focus on increasing their commercial
scale growing experience and skills before taking on the additional challenge of
setting up their own growing business. The programme involves classroom training
covering the key topics for commercial scale organic growing – ranging from building
and maintaining soil health, to managing pests and diseases in an organic system to
crop planning for a commercial scale. …[this then gets put] into practice by working
alongside an experienced grower in the field for the year. This is not only to help …
learn more about growing, but to give … a realistic experience of life as a commercial
grower…’.48
This provides more focus on learning to grow as you work alongside a lead grower
for two days a week working in Woodbank’s two large polytunnels.
Feedback from the programmes has been excellent, both with individuals reporting a
range of positive impacts and the scheme being used by other organisations as a
model for change that could be replicated.
‘I think Farm Start is a unique and worthwhile project, which is evident as many more
FarmStart inspired projects are beginning throughout the country…Without Farmstart
I don’t think I would have ever made the step into becoming a full time organic
grower…it was probably one of the wisest and most fulfilling choices I have made in
my life’ FarmStarter, 201449
4.4.3 Case Study: FarmStart at Organic Lea, London
The FarmStart programme at Organic Lea was focused less on training growers and
more on enabling the set-up of new sites/businesses. ‘The project involves
supporting, coordinating and enabling the creation of new grow-to-sell food growing
projects’. Organic Lea operate a successful box scheme and have huge demand for
their produce. Their vision is that they are one of many local growing organisations
and that meaningful employment is available through a whole network of small-scale
producers.
Organic Lea also identified that many highly skilled growers were emerging from their
training programmes and advanced volunteering schemes. There was an
opportunity, therefore, to support the set up of new ‘grow-to-sell’ projects, especially
as Organic Lea wanted to source additional local produce for the box scheme. These
potential FarmStarters were well known to Organic Lea and had already
demonstrated their commitment and expertise through volunteering and other
engagement.
Instead of a prescribed training programme, Organic Lea worked to support a range
of diverse needs identified by their FarmStarters. For example, they were able to help
broker the lease of a seven-acre site from a neighbouring council and support a
group of four to set up a new cooperative and transform it to a growing site. They
also trialled a ‘loan to be repaid in produce’ with another FarmStarter. Some
FarmStarters now run a new growing site funded by the Clove Club restaurant in
48
49

https://kindling.org.uk/farmstart accessed 20 June 2018
Source: Draft Kindling Social Impact Report 2018, unpublished draft
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Shoreditch. Organic Lea were also able to help with marketing by buying produce to
‘top up’ their box scheme.
4.4.4 Case Study: The ‘New Farmer Programme’ and ‘Making a living from local
food’, run by Nourish Scotland
In 2014, Nourish Scotland ran a New Farmer Programme for a cohort of 20 people
to develop their organic growing, business and marketing skills with the aim of setting
up thriving local businesses.
The programme consisted of 10 two-day training sessions, which took place monthly
between March and September, and a commitment of three days a week working
either in their own or another food business. There was both a horticultural focus
(basic theory on soil types, germination, management of pests and diseases) and on
running a business and marketing.
Nourish Scotland report that half the participants are now working in, or in the
process of setting up their own, local food business. Others are working in a
community setting to grow food.
‘As well as providing valuable skills, the participants all reported the course has been
invaluable for putting them in touch with a hugely inspiring and supportive network,
both of existing organic growers and local food businesses, and also like minded
individuals at a similar stage looking for potential enterprise partners.’50
The Making a Living from Local Food programme is aimed at people further along
their ‘FarmStart’ journey as it focuses on ‘recently established food entrepreneurs’ in
Scotland. This model focuses on mentoring and peer support to enable participants
to meet the objectives they’ve identified in their business plans and yearly objectives.
The programme is open to anyone involved in food production, so not just growers,
but also bakers, butchers, juice-makers, retailers and people in other roles providing
local food sustainably produced with short supply chains. The focus is on sharing
knowledge, experiences and skills, rather than on training. As a result, a strong
commitment to the network is needed as it’s the peer-site visits and all-group events
that deliver the ‘gold’ of the programme. Participants also meet frequently with a
mentor to review their plans, progress and goals.

50

http://www.nourishscotland.org/new-farmer-programme-2014/ accessed 20 June 2018
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4.4.5 Summary comparison of UK programmes

Comparison of UK FarmStart schemes
Scheme

Dates
the
scheme
ran/runs

Approximate
annual cost to
run the
scheme

Approxima
te annual
cost to
each
participant

Usual
number of
annual
participants

Approach

Outcomes

Kindling Trust:
Abbey Leys

2013-17

Ranged from
approx £7k in
year one up to
around £25k
when running
across two
sites and with
a full time
coordinator

£500 +
seeds,
compost
etc

7/8 a year
across the
two Kindling
sites

Group training,
Winter/Spring. Each
participant then works a 1/4
acre plot. Distribution
support via Manchester Veg
People and crop planning

27 people in total have
benefited from the
programme across
both sites. Examples of
jobs (cited on the
website) include:
working for a market
garden cooperative,
working for Kindling,
setting up FarmLab
and New Junk Food
Manchester

Kindling Trust:
Woodbank

2016
onwards

Organic Lea

2015-18

£30k

£0

8

Nourish
Scotland:
making a
living from
local food

20162018

£9k

£120 +
travel
costs

up to 22

£500 +
VAT

Work two days a week.
Classroom and practical
training plus shadowing a
lead grower, with a planned
progression to take more
responsibility and a hoped
end outcome of supporting
individuals to set up on their
own sites
Enable new
site/organisation set up.
Brokers transfer of land
from local councils
Mentoring and peer support
for existing local food
businesses to meet their
own plans for growth

At least three
successful growing
businesses, and set up
a large new 7 acre site
(in addition)
Enhanced business
performance for
engaged participants

4.4.6 Learning from other models:
What to focus on: designing the right programme
The schemes that were reviewed covered a range of functions that supported
individuals through the full journey from novice grower/business owner to thriving
independent local food producer(s). It’s useful to recognise that the larger Canadian
programme aimed to fulfil all these functions through its training programme/farm
visits and incubator farms. In the UK, schemes have tended to focus either on the
training/development aspect (eg Kindling’s two FarmStart models and Nourish
Scotland’s New Farmers Programme), or the enabling role (eg Organic Lea’s

27

FarmStart programme and Nourish Scotland’s ‘Making a living from local food’
scheme). As we review the potential focus of a Lancaster initiative, we need to bear
in mind the needs and individual experiences of those that are keen to participate in
a scheme.

Figure 6
Gaining commitment to the programme from the FarmStarters
In talking with other programmes that have operated in the UK, there was some
reflection on gaining the ‘commitment’ of individuals to the programme. Again,
different models have been used as a proxy for gauging commitment, but in all cases
without full engagement in the programme the possibility to realise the potential and
promised outcomes are severely diminished.
Kindling and Nourish Scotland have charged a small fee to be on the programme,
which, although only £500 a year or under, seemed significant to participants who
were setting up fledgling businesses and/or who were also undertaking paid
employment opportunities to enable the flexibility and time commitment to be on the
programme. However, Nourish Scotland report that since putting in place the fee in
the second year no-one had dropped out of the programme and gaining payments
from participants has been a smooth process.
In the case of Organic Lea, the people that made it to their FarmStart database were
already well known to the organisation and had ‘proved’ their commitment and
experience through advanced and often long-term volunteering. No fee was charged
for the tailored FarmStart service in this case.
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In all cases, a realistic understanding of the experience of being a grower/farmer/food
business owner is a key prerequisite to joining the programme. We should consider
how best to ensure that people are building a realistic picture of the opportunities and
challenges involved as part of their journey to being on a Lancaster FarmStart
programme.
The value of networks
From the interview with the Manchester Kindling FarmStart participant and their
unpublished impact report, the feedback from the Nourish Scotland New Farmers
Programme and the enabling role that Organic Lea play, it is clear that a key part of
the scheme that is valued by participants is ‘putting them in the right place’. The
value of being in the right networks when you are starting out with a new business is
crucial and this has also led (in the case of the Kindling FarmStart alumni) to many
future job opportunities. Any Lancaster scheme should put the ‘connecting people’
aspect as an explicit element of the programme and aim to build local networks as a
key aspect of growing the local food economy.
Longer term sustainability of a FarmStart scheme
From the research undertaken, it is clear that both the Kindling Trust and Organic
Lea aspire to be able to subsidise a FarmStart programme through successful
operation of their other programmes such as their associated veg box and other
selling schemes. Nourish Scotland is more of a campaigning organisation51 and as
such is reliant on grant funding to resource its programmes as part of a broader
campaign for food justice in Scotland as it doesn’t have a ‘business operation’ of its
own. However, in the short-term all the operating FarmStart schemes that we could
find in the UK were dependent on grant funding52.
There appears to be a well established consensus that ‘becoming a commercial
grower is a long process... Research by Moss Brook Growers found that it had taken
experienced growers five to ten years to feel they were making a living from growing.
Starting out on this path takes a new entrant time, resources and hard work, and the
journey often involves a number of twists and turns.’53
In order for any Lancaster scheme to go beyond a short-term, grant-funded
programme, there needs to be consideration of a long-term plan which would set up
a commercially viable farm/food businesses (or farms/businesses) with the capacity
to both showcase a successful enterprise and ‘host’ a FarmStart scheme. The
Incubator Farm model in the Canadian FarmStart programme might be worth
consideration.

51

http://www.nourishscotland.org/about/vision-and-aims/ accessed 27 June 2018
As well as those reviewed, this included the Sutton Farm programme which was funded by the
Carnegie Trust http://suttoncommunityfarm.org.uk/projects/farm-start-food-growing-businessincubator/ accessed 26 June 2019
53
DRAFT Kindling Trust Social Impact Report 2018, unpublished, accessed 27 June 2018
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4.5. The possibilities for local partners and support
Through the feasibility study, we aimed to explore the possibilities for local resources to
support a FarmStart programme in Lancaster. This included:
-

exploring the possibilities for land/buildings for a FarmStart programme, including
access, security, services and any other considerations
identifying and exploring local partners for the project, including in relation to
training and certification
reviewing what finances might be available to get FarmStart up and running,
including the possibilities of crowd funding and charging FarmStarters to be on
the programme

4.5.1 The availability of local land
The identification of suitable/available land was, and remains, the key challenge for the
project. We explored the following options:
-

connecting with the two local Community Land Trusts54 which might be able to
‘hold’ land in trust for community projects
attempting to get a mapping of County Council owned land within the District
connecting with the City Council to explore land options
reviewing auction sites and attempting to identify suitable pieces of land for sale
exploring the Claverhill Community Farm land that could be available for
additional projects
connecting with local farmers to explore the likelihood of ‘conventional’ farmers
providing/renting some land on a long term lease
exploring strategic options with the University of Lancaster as a key local
landowner
connecting with the local National Farmers Union office to explore opportunities
via their networks55

Unfortunately, within the timeframe of the project, we have not been able to identify any firm
options for this aspect. However, we did:
-

54
55

note that the current potential FarmStarters identified were interested in both
small scale plots that they could work individually and access to a larger farm set
up; both options should continue to be explored
identify that Growing Well may be able to work in partnership to help scope a new
site and its growing potential, including soil testing
discuss with Claverhill the possibility of putting a plot or two for FarmStarters on
the site. However, it is noted that there is no water/electricity on the site and are
also potential problems with flooding
identify the need to develop a specification for the type of land and facilities we
are seeking in order to be able to undertake a more thorough search, for example
at City Council level

http://www.communityland.org and Halton Land Trust
This was done in September 2018 after the first draft of the feasibility study was written
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-

-

note that Lancashire County Council were selling at auction a small 1.6 acre plot
just outside Lancaster and that there may be other pieces of land that are no
longer needed that were purchased in the development of the Bay Gateway
note the potential for a long term strategic partnership with the University of
Lancaster, which owns farmland around the University that could be used to
develop a leading edge show-case organic farm embedded within the city and
university communities
discuss the potential for working to allocate land for local ‘farms’ as part of major
new housing developments within the area, for example the plans for Bailrigg
Garden Village
note some interest by individuals in investing in local land and putting it in longterm trust for such a project as a potential starting point for a crowdfunding drive,
should we find an appropriate piece of land for sale

4.5.2 Potential project partners
This section had a fairly broad remit and partners were identified who might practically
work with us to deliver a FarmStart programme. A number of organisations/individuals
were enthusiastic about the scheme and their potential engagement. These included:
-

Growing Well in Kendal have a long-term strategic interest in exploring the set up
of a network of commercial organic farms to replicate or work with their Care
Farm in South Cumbria. In addition, they already deliver City and Guilds
horticulture qualifications and could be a training partner to a Lancaster FarmStart
programme

-

Myerscough College also have the potential to be strategic partners with their
track record in agricultural education programmes, Preston-based farm and
access to education funding. Some obvious potential gaps were identified in
discussions, such as a local small-holders association and we also discussed the
potential to tailor some of their existing programmes to meet the FarmStart
objectives

-

Lancaster University, particularly through their Environment Centre have research
interests in this area, as well as SME and enterprise support and access to their
own farmland. They are obvious strategic partners for this project

-

ESTA (the Ethical Small Traders Association) and other local business networks
would potentially be valuable to FarmStarters. They could provide access to
generic small business approaches to marketing, business planning and
development, community engagement and business management and raise local
awareness of the FarmStart programme and produce

-

Growing with Grace and Single Step (and potentially other local organic food
businesses such a local cafes) could work in partnership to the project to enable a
joined-up local approach to crop planning and organic veg/fruit production, and to
sell/distribute local produce. With complementary growing and a coordinated
approach to sales, all stakeholders have the potential to benefit from the
partnership
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-

Claverhill have the potential to be key partners, both as a collective of extremely
successful community growing projects, and as a host of education and training
events in the dedicated ‘education-focused’ poly-tunnel

-

Rod Everett at Backbottom Farm near Wray is a potential future partner for a
FarmStart scheme, both because he is seeking people to work his land in the
longer term and because he an local orchard and a supply of apples and other
fruit which he would like to sell locally. There might be potential for collaboration
on some micro-businesses for FarmStarters as well as potential future work for
the right skilled individuals

-

Paul Cambre who currently manages the Eco-Hub at the University of Lancaster
is an experienced CSA farm-manager and is currently developing a Farm Plan for
a local sustainable farm based on a crop share scheme. He is an obvious
collaborator and is also seeking land for a local farm

-

Other FarmStart and organic food innovators, such as Kindling, Organic Lea and
the Cambridge Food Hub56 could continue to work with a Lancaster FarmStart
programme to share ideas, practice and resources (if appropriate) to strengthen
the national approach to growing local food economies and the provision of
meaningful local jobs

-

The City Council could play a crucial role in the broad development of the local
food economy, particularly with ideas such as the Preston model57 gaining
credence. The Preston model aims to spend money locally as a way of boosting
the local economy, and re-focuses large-scale procurement processes to
incentivise and enable local firms to be successful when bidding for contracts. In
addition a new City Council Community Wealth Building strategy could seek to
provide seed-funding and/or an enabling function to a FarmStart scheme which
could also support with the provision of land

-

The Lancaster Sustainable Food City group is working on six key strategic
themes. The work of the FarmStart project maps directly onto two themes: ‘Food
Skills: Building community food knowledge, skills, resources and projects’ and
‘Food Economy: promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy’.
There is obvious synergy between the outcomes of the recent SFC workshop58
and the FarmStart actions which should sit within this wider strategic framework

56

https://cambridgefoodhub.org accessed 20 June 2018
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/31/preston-hit-rock-bottom-took-backcontrol and https://cles.org.uk/tag/the-preston-model/ both accessed 27 June 2018
58
http://www.lessuk.org/blog/2018/06/27/sustainable-food-city-lancaster-refresh/ accessed 28 June
2018
57
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4.5.3 Finance
As previously noted in this report, all the existing FarmStart programmes were set up
with grant-funding. Such is the existing market that the barriers for new entrants are
significant and as a result seed-funding is required to nurture new growers and provide
access to land/resources.
There would be possibilities to explore grant-funding to extend the feasibility study to
work up a fuller proposal for larger-scale funders, and/or to bid with some of the potential
partners identified for a FarmStart scheme right away. There are a range of potential
funders that could be approached and these might include funders interested in the food,
farming and the environment; funders interested in social enterprise and small scale
entrepreneurialism; education and training funders; and funders of community
engagement, depending on the focus of the proposals.
Other options include potentially crowd-funding to continue the work, building on the
success of the crowd-funding approach for this feasibility study and building community
engagement. There are lots of examples of community share projects that could be
explored and/or replicated.
There is the potential for FarmStarters to pay to access the scheme59, but from the
research undertaken, it is likely that this would be primarily as an indication of
commitment to the programme rather than as a way of covering the full costs.
4.6. Proposing a model for Lancaster
The key questions for this part of the feasibility study were:
- what would a FarmStart project look like in Lancaster District?
- what role would LESS play?
- what would the business model be?
The original aim of the feasibility study was clearly about the creation of new, viable
sustainable farming enterprises (however broadly defined). With this in mind, the project
has highlighted a number of key considerations which need to be taken into account in
order to create a realistic ‘vision’ of the journey that might lie ahead.
The first relates to timeframes. Farming requires a long-term investment. This means
long-term secure access to land and the ability to work within a long-term business plan
to invest in equipment, infrastructure and, potentially, to develop orchards and other
crops. New farms take time to become profitable; most estimate between 5-10 years.
FarmStart Canada talk about a 6 year start-up phase. Therefore any FarmStart vision
needs to be set at a minimum of 10 years, ideally longer. The FarmStart scheme needs
to take into account the time needed to establish itself as a programme as well as the
long-term journey to being the catalyst for viable new businesses.
The second consideration is around skills development. Although we had a strong
response to the potential FarmStarters survey (both in terms of numbers of people and
59

Note the survey respondents’ views in section 4.1 of this report
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their backgrounds/expertise) and there are a great number of local community growing
projects which enable people to use/learn growing expertise, Lancaster does not
currently have a clear mechanism through which people can learn and develop the skills
required for ‘lead grower’ type roles and to manage enterprises within this sector.
Therefore, a local FarmStart programme should focus on the skills/expertise acquisition
phase noted in the model above60 to build a pool of skilled people with a purposefully
developed readiness to move to the next step of setting up grow-for-sale food
businesses.
The third consideration is land and a ‘FarmStart’ home. While an appropriate and
available package of land may become available quickly (it did for the Kindling Trust!),
Organic Lea note that ‘the reality of gaining access to land took much longer than any of
us had expected’61. Finding the ‘right’ accessible piece(s) of land is an on-going project
and there needs to be both a willingness to move quickly should something suitable
become available and also a patience to continue on the journey if it takes time.
The next consideration is the business model. It is clear from the research that this is a
sector that needs grant funding to aid start-ups. However, in order to go beyond the
possibilities of a finite, grant-funded FarmStart training programme, there needs to be a
simultaneous development of a local commercially viable food-growing enterprise. This
would serve as an exemplar, a training ground and the potential ‘host’ for both the
FarmStart programme and a range of micro-businesses. As the focal point for the
programme this farm could provide space for individual FarmStarter plots; for short
courses; for volunteers to learn and develop skills; and for paid work for those that want
to work in this area (either as a cooperative, social enterprise or other model). In short, it
could combine both the training function and the enabling role identified in the model
above62. With this model, there could also be the potential for linked activities such as
education programmes, social prescribing and other innovations.
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) has been growing as a model and diversifying
in terms of approaches. The underpinning premise is that it is ‘a partnership between
farmers and consumers in which the responsibilities, risks and rewards of farming are
shared’63. There are [at least!] four potential types of models that could be considered
which include producer-led, community-led, producer-community partnerships and
community-owned farms.64
The question about LESS’s role was explored with the Directors and staff. It was evident
that their commitment is to the successful outcomes of the project rather than any
specific role for LESS. However, LESS has been the instigator and co-funder of the
feasibility study, has a track record in work to develop the local food economy, is leading
Lancaster’s strategic Sustainable Food City work and is a constituted social enterprise
with a track record of securing funding and employing staff. Certainly, in the short-term,
LESS can play a crucial role in maintaining momentum, campaigning, scoping and
leading next steps.
60

Figure 6
https://www.organiclea.org.uk/we-help-you-grow-your-own/farm-start/ accessed 28 June 2018
62
Figure 6
63
https://communitysupportedagriculture.org.uk accessed 28 June 2018
64
https://communitysupportedagriculture.org.uk/what-is-csa/types-of-csa/ accessed 28 June 2018
61
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5. Conclusions, recommendations and next steps
Overall, there has been much enthusiasm for a Lancaster FarmStart project. Its
objectives and purpose have resonated at a strategic level with big institutions such as
the City Council, at market level with existing local food businesses and organic farmers,
and with a cohort of people for whom FarmStart would offer them a step on a journey to
be sustainable farmers. Local retailers of organic produce and a growing number of local
cafes and restaurants indicate that demand for high quality local, organic produce exists.
However, the systemic issues that provide the rationale for the FarmStart programme
remain. The very challenges that FarmStart seeks to address (availability of land, access
to resources to train new farmers etc) are required to be overcome in order to set up a
programme. As a result, this study only goes some way to confirming a clear path
ahead.
However, there was a tangible momentum around this project that should be harnessed
and built upon. The recommendations and next steps set out below aim to take forward
the conversations from this study in a pragmatic way that will enable the idea to live on
and a range of potential routes to the ultimate vision to be explored.
Recommendations:
A. At local strategy level, the County and City Councils should continue to be asked
to support an initiative that has the potential to grow the local economy,
localise markets, provide meaningful employment and play a role in the health
and well-being agenda. Specifically:
a. by exploring whether there is any appropriate land that is in council ownership
which could be made available (by long term lease or purchase) for the
scheme
b. by considering how a new Community Wealth Building programme could
support schemes such as FarmStart. This could include the Council playing an
‘enabling and supportive’ role to such a project
c. by considering including space for a local farm as part of any planned new
developments, such as Bailrigg Garden Village
B. In the long-term, the FarmStart programme would probably be best as part of a
commercially viable local farm. In order to make this a reality, LESS should
continue to look for partners with land/farm management experience. This includes
Growing Well in Kendal, the University of Lancaster including links with the Eco-Hub,
Myerscough College and Claverhill Community Farm. There should also be
developed a clear specification for the land sought.
C. In the short-term, funding should be sought to continue with the search for
land, partners and funding for a Lancaster FarmStart programme while at the
same time preparing the ground for a larger-scale programme. Figure 7 sets out
a proposed pragmatic 10 year proposal for the project. There would be an immediate
demand for short courses, which would help build the pool of people engaged in the
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project while developing local expertise and experience. These might include topics
such as those identified in section 4.1
D. There were clear opportunities for the existing local organic growers/sellers to work
together more closely to distribute and market local produce more effectively. It was
also clear that there was little spare resource available within these businesses to
make this happen. There might be merit in exploring a ‘local producers/sellers
cooperative’ (somewhat similar to the Kindling Trust model) as a way of enabling
this close working to happen. This would also set up better local distribution systems
that would support the sale of FarmStart produce and could be the access to
strategic complementary crop planning locally. It might be that through this
framework collaboratively run market stalls and other sales activity could be
undertaken. Should there be interest in this, specific funding should be sought to set
this up. This was also a recommendation from the Sustainable Food Cities Lancaster
REFRESH meeting.
E. Ideally a Lancaster FarmStart scheme should aim to support participants through
the whole pathway from trainee to established farmer identified in figure 6.
Although individuals can join the pathway at any point and with different levels of
previous experience, it would be useful to play both the ‘training’ and ‘enabling’ role if
we are to genuinely enable FarmStarters to set up viable local businesses.
F. As noted previously, networks and personal relationships will be key for this project
to be successful. The FarmStart programme should nurture local networks with
other successful organic farmers/food/local businesses and should also invest
in its relationships with and between FarmStarters. The desire to undertake this
kind of project as part of a group/collective effort was clear from the potential
FarmStarter survey respondents and being able to be responsive to individual needs
and potential to contribute will best harness the enthusiasm for the scheme.
G. In terms of funding, it would be useful to simultaneously:
a. Bid for short-term funding to continue the project and set up a short
courses programme to begin to build the local network and expertise (see
recommendation C)
b. Bid for funding to set up a ‘local producers/sellers cooperative’ or group
as a way of establishing better collaboration, distribution and routes to market
c. Consider more substantive funders and/or CSA models which might
support a multi-year programme which both provides ‘set up’ funding for a
farm and for a FarmStart initiative that sits alongside that
d. Prepare the ground for a crowd funding campaign should an appropriate
piece of land become available for purchase
H. Continue to engage those who may be interested in joining a FarmStart
programme, including reaching new cohorts such as local refugees and those
undertaking horticulture qualifications at local schools who may be interested in
future employment in this sector.
I. As an immediate next step, host a meeting to share the findings of this study with
all interested parties with a view to maintaining momentum and further engaging
those key to shaping its future.
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Figure 7 sets out a potential 10 year FarmStart vision.

Thanks
With thanks to the very many people who shared their expertise, experience, ideas and
dreams. We hope that the report does them justice!

37

LANCASTER FARMSTART
10 YEAR VISION
YEARS
1

2

3

Set-up and establish a 'sustainable farming initiative' to take forward the actions of
the FarmStart feasibility study, including:
- deliver an annual programme of short courses/farm vists to build local expertise and
begin to network potential FarmStarters
- scope a local producers/sellers cooperative to put in place coordination as a pilot
programme for a better local 'enabling/distribution' system for small scale farmers
- continue to work strategically and practically to gain access to land within the District
to locate FarmStarter sites
- further scope and bid for funding to set up a full Lancaster FarmStart programme
- link with the Lancaster Sustainable Food Cities work to build a stronger local food
economy
- convene a stakeholder group to plan local growing and ensure complementarity

Set-up and establish a FarmStart training programme which:
- provides access to training, development and mentoring on how to set up
commercial food growing businesses
- provides a flexible programme of resources, including individual plots for growing,
shared tools/equipment, and a shared commercial growing pilot
- puts in place a formal mentoring system, building on local expertise
- develops an 'enabling' mechanism to support FarmStarters to transition to set up
indvidual or cooperative/commercial growing businesses
- is integrated with the 'local producers/seller' organisation (mentioned above) which
matches small scale producers to local markets
- works strategically with the stakeholder group (mentioned above) to crop plan and
ensure complementary local growing
- provide marketing support on behalf of the FarmStart programme

4

5

6 - 10

Work with key
stakeholders to
scope availability of
land and funding, to
realise the longer
term vision of a
community farm and
resources/support for
transitioning
FarmStarters from
the programme to
future enterprises

Establish an exemplar farm as a culmination of the FarmStart programme, providing
employment and acting as an showcase for local sustainable farming.
This will:
- scale up local production, to complement other local food producers and work in
collaboration with the local stakeholder group
- act as a training facility for future FarmStarters with alumni fulfilling mentoring and
other roles
- provide space for other complementary micro-businesses with access to commercial
kitchens and other facilities
- provide a 'home' for the FarmStart programme and continue to build the local food
economy

Throughout, work closely with local stakeholders, including the Universities and local colleges, the City and County Councils, the existing
local organic producers and sellers, the community growing projects and local potential procurers including cafes, restaurants and large
institutions and work within the Lancaster Sustainable City strategy and framework.

A strategic and practical approach to growing more local food and getting it to market

Figure 7
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