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Diffusion Pack for  
Community-Led Food Initiatives 

 
 

Food growing projects seem to press buttons for a lot of people!  They provide a 
sense of community, connection to the land, fun and exercise.  They are also part of 

the answer to the challenges of climate change and peak oil. 
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STRATEGY 

This document provides a pack of information for community groups and social enterprises 
interested in setting up community-led food production and distribution projects, providing 
options on types of projects and links to food projects around the UK.  Template business 
plans, membership documentation and detailed action plans are provided to help community 
groups set up and run their own local food projects.  This pack also provides video links1 
 
Community Benefits & Culture 

Current mainstream agricultural and food retail systems depend heavily on oil.  This 
dependence starts at initial production methods (oil-based fertilisers and pesticides), through 
to distribution (supermarkets add thousands of travel miles to most foods) and lastly to retail 
outlets, which consume huge amounts of energy themselves and are often out of towns, 
requiring consumers to travel to buy their food. 

As society is forced to reduce energy consumption and oil-dependence, there will be an 
increasing need for localised economies, where the basic requirements of society (such as 
food) are supplied as close as possible to the point of consumption.  Strong local communities 
with experience of working together to meet their basic needs will be much better placed to 
thrive in an oil-poor world than societies relying on globalised production and distribution 
systems. 

Community-led local food initiatives link consumers directly to the people who produce the 
food.  They cut out ‘middle-men’ which gives a better economic deal to both the producer and 
the consumer.  They increase the resilience of the food system locally by encouraging the 
production of food close to where it is consumed and by strengthening relationships between 
the producers and consumers. 
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Prerequisites 

Food-growing projects can start very small.  Groups of people can start to grow food together 
in their gardens, on an allotment patch or on bits of public land - see Incredible Edible 
Todmorden2 and www.guerillagardening.org .  For the more complex projects described below 
it is strongly recommended that community groups set up an organisation with limited liability 
such as a Community Interest Company3 or an Industrial and Provident Society4.  Make sure 
you get professional support5 to help you choose the appropriate legal structure for your 
project. 
 
Food-growing projects are likely to be based on rented land at least to start with.  It is 
important to have a clear agreement6 with the landowner about the terms of the lease.  This 
agreement will not only make it easier to secure funding, it will also help to avoid future 
misunderstandings.  In the longer term community groups might be able to purchase land in 
trust7 for the community. 
 
For projects which need to find professional growers and farmers there are several training 
programmes8 giving students practical skills and recognised qualifications. 
 
In terms of capital costs, the Soil Association has listed ‘Capital costs for setting up a new 
vegetable CSA’ 9 

 
OPERATIONS AND SUPPORT 

The Campaign for the Protection of Rural England offers a food mapping system10 to help 
people research and record their local food production and distribution networks.  There are 
also many local food directories which will put you in touch with producers11.  Once you know 
what is already there you can start to plan what else you need! 

 

Food production options for community groups: 

 

Community Supported Agriculture  (CSA) is a model of 
farming which cuts out the middle man so that the risks, 
rewards and responsibilities of farming are more evenly 
shared by the farmers and consumers than in current 
supermarket-dominated systems.  There are several models 
of CSA – some led more by the farmer, others by a 
community of consumers.  

Stroud Community Agriculture started in 2001 with a public 
meeting attended by 80 people.  It is now a community co-op 
of nearly 200 households who pay an average of £37 per 
month to cover all the running costs of a 50 acre farm 
employing three full-time equivalent farmers who grow 
vegetables, fruit and meat for the support community.  It is a 
‘triple bottom line sustainable’ project.  For more examples 
and lots of CSA resources see12 

Communal allotments  are a form of CSA which enable 
people to grow food together.  This can be both more 
productive and more sociable than individual allotment 
growing13.  OrganicLea has produced a paper on the legal 
situation on selling produce grown on allotments14  These                                

  projects can also involve communities in cooking and eating 
           the food at the allotment15. 
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Land / garden share  systems bring together people who have land with people who want to 
grow food. See Landshare as an example16 

Food producer co-ops  bring together small-scale producers to work collectively in producing 
and marketing their produce.  These co-ops are increasingly set up as Community Interest 
Companies.  See examples at footnote 17 below17 

The Transition Network book ‘Local Food – how to make it happen in your community’ 
provides descriptions of a good collection of community food -growing projects18.  Other 
networks are listed in the footnotes19. 

 

Food distribution options for community groups: 

 

Food consumer co-ops  and food hubs  collectively buy produce from producers and 
wholesalers to distribute among their members and/or to sell on to other consumers.   

The Rural Regeneration Unit in Wales20 has helped set up and support over 250 food co-ops 
whose customers access fresh fruit, salad and vegetables on a weekly basis at wholesale 
prices.  Local produce is accessed as much as possible, quality and price permitting.  Some 
farmers supply direct to the co-ops.  The co-ops provide bags of fruit, vegetables or salad to 
customers at a fixed price.  The supplier chooses the selection of fruit and vegetables 
according to what is in season and what offers best value for money that particular week.  The 
supplier delivers the produce, in bulk, to the co-op.  Customers order and pay in advance so 
there is no wastage.  The co-op makes no profit and all the money taken goes directly to the 
supplier.  Cash for the following week’ veg bag is paid on delivery.   

Some food hubs are set up as joint producer-consumer co-ops where both groups influence 
how the business is run.  Some hubs are internet-based, others use shops or market stalls. 
Stroudco Food Hub21 uses a school hall as a drop-off and pick-up point for produce which is 
ordered on-line.  Stroudco producers offer occasional events which involve the consumers in 
the food production process22   

In England food co-ops and other community run food outlets are supported by Sustain’s 
Food Co-ops project23 which is part of Making Local Food Work. This covers a wide range of 
different models for distributing food including buying clubs, stalls, bag and box schemes, 
markets, shops and mobile stores. The Sustain website24offers several case studies. 

Market stalls and farmers’ markets  Country Markets25 offer guidance for small scale 
producers wanting to sell to the public.  FARMA26  supports farmers’ markets which can be run 
by a co-op of producers or as a stand-alone business.   

 
Networking 

There are strong networks of Community Supported Agriculture groups27 and Food Hubs28 
which provide new groups with inspiration, ideas and support as well as helping to share best 
practice between existing projects.  There is also a local food project mentoring programme.29 
 
Many Transition Towns30 have established ‘Food Groups’ and have produced a useful 
reference guide31 for a wide range of food initiatives including practical set-up advice. 
 
What contributes to the success of these projects? 

These are some of the factors that seem to make these projects work.  This is not a complete 
list (please add to it!32) and these factors are not necessarily critical to the success of a 
project: 

- Committed volunteer support to set up and run the project until it can start paying its 
way 
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- A willingness to take risks.  This might include 
supporters lending money to get a project started or 
a grower starting work in the hope that there will be 
enough income to pay her in the future. 

- Land which is fertile enough to grow the food and 
accessible enough for the community to get to it or 
for it to get to the community. 

- Security of tenure of that land.  This might mean a 
lease with flexibility of renewal or a community farm 
land trust to keep the land available for community 
food production in perpetuity. 

- Engendering as wide a sense of community 
‘ownership’ of the project as possible33 

- Having a clear vision for the project34 and reviewing 
the vision regularly as the project evolves. 

 

Managing community-led local food initiatives 

Garden-share schemes can be quite simple to set up, but 
the setting up and running of some of these more complex 
projects (above) can involve communities in a huge 
amount of voluntary work.  To prevent ‘burnout’ you need 
lots of people involved in the project from the beginning who feel a sense of ‘ownership’ of the 
project.   You are also more likely to secure external funding if you can show a high level of 
community involvement.  A good way to check whether there is enough local support for a 
local food project is to set up a public meeting early on in your planning process.  The meeting 
can be run in a way that gets lots of people involved in planning, setting up and running the 
project.  For a detailed example see ‘the Story of CSA in Stroud’35  
 
To help new groups hit the ground running, this pack can be supplemented with business 
plans, cash flow forecasts, draft membership agreements and membership database systems 
that can be copied and adapted free of charge36. Although these documents may be helpful it 
is strongly recommended that any new project goes back to basics in its business planning37 
and considers the questions posed in appendix F38  
 
Most community food projects are administered by a group of volunteers – ideally with a 
system to recruit new members onto this management group and allow longer-standing 
members to retire.  To make sure that the wider community continue to feel involved in the 
future of the project, regular events can be organised to include a social element with 
discussion of business issues.  The Soil Association offer a list of options for social events.39 
 

Financial planning  

Appendices G to L provide detailed financial information on; 
·  a CSA project,  
·  a food hub and 
·  a communal allotment project.   
·   

They are offered as examples.  They might be useful as guidelines to help set up new social 
enterprises but they should not be used to predict the sustainability of any other projects 
because there are so many variables that need to be considered (see the Business Planning 
Template in appendix F). 
 
Appendices G, H and I provide profit and loss, balance sheet and budget examples for a 

Community Supported Agriculture project. 
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Appendices J and K show the cashflow projection and set-up 
costs for a food distribution hub.  
 
Appendix L shows the costs and contributions of a 
communal allotment project. 
 

Funding food projects 

An early decision in any project is whether to set it up using 
volunteer time or to apply for funding to pay people to set it 
up.  Even if you have a volunteer fund-raiser the process of 
applying for funding can be very time-consuming and can 
take away the focus of a planning group at a crucial stage in 
its development.  If the funding application is unsuccessful, 
the disappointment can set back the group at a critical time. 
 
It may be better to focus the initial excitement of the group on 
growing the food and/or setting up the distribution system.  
Once the project is established you will have a clearer idea 
of what you need money for and a stronger case to apply for 
funding.  If you do decide you need external funding you 

might want to consider a community ownership scheme40.  Otherwise there are some 
suggestions for funders below41  Bear in mind that many funders prefer to fund start-up 
projects or projects that are starting a new initiative so you may need to spot significant new 
beginnings within your project if you decide to apply for funding after you are already set up. 
 

Skills needed for community food projects 

A common mistake with these projects is to under-estimate the level of skill required to grow 
food successfully.  Particularly with larger projects such as a CSA, there is a need not only for 
farming and horticultural knowledge but also the skill required to produce and execute a 
cropping plan that ensures a steady supply of vegetables rather than gluts and gaps. For 
some training options see this footnote42 
 
As with any high-involvement community project there is a need for volunteer management, 
consensus building and conflict management skills.  Other skills include fund-raising, financial 
management, website development, customer service (managing membership lists, ensuring 
smooth joining procedures, dealing with complaints, etc.) and administration skills.  Free 
business support is available to community food enterprises in England and Scotland until 
June 2012 from Specialist Enterprise Support at Making Local Food Work43.   
 
  
Marketing 

Community-led local food initiatives are very newsworthy and can be very successful in 
receiving free editorial space in local newspapers and newsletters.  However, probably the two 
most effective marketing techniques are personal recommendation and face-to-face meetings 
with people at community events where new members can be signed up with special 
promotions such as free membership for a limited period or offering free produce to new 
joiners.  For more marketing ideas see the Soil Association CSA Action Manual44 

 

Administration and IT 

Unless you get start-up funding, all the administration of your project will be done by 
volunteers.  To help you get started, this pack can be supplemented by some 

administrative documents45 that you can adapt to suit your needs.  If you 
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decide to set up an internet-based food hub using the Stroudco model, all the IT and 
administration systems are being offered free of charge46.   
 
Once your project is more established you may want to consider which of the administrative 
jobs is crucial to the long-term success of the project and start to budget for these as paid 
roles.  
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Endnotes  

(all appendices can be downloaded from the website)  

                                                
1 A video of Stroud Community Agriculture is at http://www.stroudcommunityagriculture.org/video.php and a video 
of Stroudco Food Hub is at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AJyYH8OJoww  
2 See www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk  
3 See appendix A – Memorandum and Articles for Stroudco Community Interest Company but make sure that you 
get professional advice on the appropriate structure to suit the current and future needs of your project.  Start with 
www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/gs/Legal.cfm  
4 See appendix B – Memorandum and Articles for Stroud Community Agriculture Ltd but make sure that you get 
professional advice on the appropriate structure to suit the current and future needs of your project.  Start with 
www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/gs/Legal.cfm  
5 See Co-operatives UK publication; ‘Simply Legal - structures for social enterprises’  at http://offline.cooperatives-
uk.coop/live/dynamic/publicationview.asp?pub_id=92C2810A-0FA6-49B8-9756-A91BF8604E02 and see also 
‘Legal and Organisational Structures for Local Food Initiatives’ at 
www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/gs/Legal.cfm  
6 Farm Business Tenancies provide a standard legal agreement but if the landowner is part of the community group 
you might also want a simpler agreement - see appendix C for an example agreement 
7 Community Farm Land Trusts secure land in perpetuity for the community to grow food.  See  
www.communitylandtrusts.org.uk/?pid=31 
8 Duchy College’s Certificate in Sustainable Horticulture at www.cornwall.ac.uk/duchy and the Soil Association 
Organic Apprenticeship scheme at 
http://www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Learning/Apprenticeshipscheme/tabid/240/Default.aspx  
9 See http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=dZgO7AcOew4%3d&tabid=204 
10 See www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/fwm/involved.cfm  
11 Many of these are focussed on a small geographical area.  A national listing is at www.bigbarn.org.uk  
12 www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Getinvolvedlocally/Communitysupportedagriculture 
13 Stroud LETS allotment case study at 
http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=N5Kcce%2fmhZA%3d&tabid=224 
14  See ‘Selling Allotment Produce’ available from www.organiclea.org.uk  
15 For an example of this see Whitehawk Community Food Project in Brighton at www.thefoodproject.org.uk  
16  Landshare www.landshare.net  
17 For examples of food producers’ co-ops see this report on several co-ops in Wales 
www.adventa.org.uk/uploads/publications/22.pdf and this feasibility study for  Argyll Food Producers 
www.cdscotland.co.uk/cds-argyll_food  
18 Local Food – How to make it happen in your community’ by Tamzin Pinkerton and Rob Hopkins ISBN 978-1-
900322-43-0 
19 Other networks include the Permaculture Association www.permaculture.org.uk and the Allotments Regeneration 
Initiative http://farmgarden.org.uk/ari/  run by the Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens 
20 http://ruralregeneration.org.uk/case.php?PHPSESSID=e4c4ddd53d00357680b914d70489131d  
21 Stroudco food hub is offering all its systems free to community groups who would like to copy it.  A case study is 
available at www.stroudco.org.uk/how-it-works  
22 A photo gallery of some of the Stroudco events is at http://www.stroudco.org.uk/gallery  
23 Sustain’s food co-ops and buying groups network at www.sustainweb.org/foodcoops  
24 Sustain’s food co-ops and buying groups network at www.sustainweb.org/foodcoops  
25 Country Markets Ltd enables individual producers to sell their home-made, home-grown and hand-crafted items 
locally and co-operatively, directly to the public.  See appendix G or  www.country-markets.co.uk  
26 The National Farmers’ and Retail Markets Association (FARMA) www.farma.org.uk  
27 Soil Association CSA network at 
www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Getinvolvedlocally/Communitysupportedagriculture 
28 Sustain’s food co-ops and buying groups network at www.sustainweb.org/foodcoops  
29 The Plunkett Skillshare programme offers mentoring help to local food projects: 
www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/es/Skillshare.cfm 
30 See www.transitionnetwork.org 
31 See http://transitionculture.org/shop/local-food-how-to-make-it-happen-in-your-community/  
32 Please contact Nick Weir nick.weir@localfood.org.uk or 01453 840037 with any suggestions for additions or 
improvements to this pack 
33 ‘The story of CSA in Stroud’ tells how one successful CSA started with a lot of community support.  It is at 
www.stroudcommunityagriculture.org/CSA_story_in_Stroud.pdf  
34 Appendices D and E show the vision statements for Stroud Community Agriculture and Stroudco Food Hub  
35 ‘The story of CSA in Stroud’ tells how one successful CSA started with a lot of community support.  It is at 
www.stroudcommunityagriculture.org/CSA_story_in_Stroud.pdf  
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36 Contact Nick Weir on 01453 840037 or nick.weir@localfood.org.uk for business plans, membership agreements 
and membership database systems from both Stroud Community Agriculture (a CSA project) and Stroudco Food 
Hub 
37 See the ‘Social Business Tool Box’ at http://www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/toolbox/Toolbox.cfm  
38 Appendix F is a Business Planning Template with questions to be considered by a project’s  management group. 
39 www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Getinvolvedlocally/Communitysupportedagriculture 
40 For an example of community financing see ‘The story of CSA in Stroud’ at it from 
www.stroudcommunityagriculture.org/CSA_story_in_Stroud.pdf.  Also see www.communityshares.org.uk and item 
10 on www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/toolbox/Toolbox.cfm  
41 Options for outside funding for local food projects are listed on www.fundingcentral.org.uk  
42 Duchy College’s Certificate in Sustainable Horticulture at www.cornwall.ac.uk/duchy and the Soil Association 
Organic Apprenticeship scheme at 
http://www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Learning/Apprenticeshipscheme/tabid/240/Default.aspx  
43   see http://www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/Enterprise_Support.cfm 
44 The Soil Association’s CSA action manual offers marketing ideas and can be downloaded from 
http://www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Getinvolvedlocally/Communitysupportedagriculture/Resources/tabid/204/
Default.aspx  
45 Contact Nick Weir on 01453 840037 or nick.weir@localfood.org.uk for business plans, membership agreements 
and membership database systems from both Stroud Community Agriculture (a CSA project) and Stroudco Food 
Hub 
46 Stroudco food hub is offering all its systems free to community groups who would like to copy it.  A case study of 
the food hub is at www.stroudco.org.uk/how-it-works   To register to download the website system please email 
info@stroudco.org.uk 
46 Duchy College’s Certificate in Sustainable Horticulture at www.cornwall.ac.uk/duchy and the Soil Association 
Organic Apprenticeship scheme at 
http://www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Learning/Apprenticeshipscheme/tabid/240/Default.aspx  
46   see http://www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk/about/Enterprise_Support.cfm 
46 The Soil Association’s CSA action manual offers marketing ideas and can be downloaded from 
http://www.soilassociation.org/Takeaction/Getinvolvedlocally/Communitysupportedagriculture/Resources/tabid/204/
Default.aspx  
46 Contact Nick Weir on 01453 840037 or nick.weir@localfood.org.uk for business plans, membership agreements 
and membership database systems from both Stroud Community Agriculture (a CSA project) and Stroudco Food 
Hub 
46 Stroudco food hub is offering all its systems free to community groups who would like to copy it.  A case study of 
the food hub is at www.stroudco.org.uk/how-it-works   To register to download the website system please email 
info@stroudco.org.uk 
 

 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


