Sustainable Food for London

Event Report
Summary:

John Scurr Community Centre and Women’s Environmental Network (WEN) held a joint event on Thursday 31 July 2008 to showcase the achievements and success of London food growing projects.  

Decision makers and community leaders, including London Assembly member Jenny Jones and Tower Hamlets Councillor Clair Hawkins, joined the festivities at the John Scurr Community Centre in Limehouse to witness first-hand the benefits of locally grown food.  More than fifty local community food growers and members of WEN’s Taste of a Better Future Network of women’s urban food growing groups also attended to share their experiences and discuss what needs to be done to support community food growing in the capital.  

“Community food growing projects bring a whole range of benefits,” says Caroline Fernandez, Food Project Co-ordinator at WEN. “Urban food growing projects allow people to access healthy sustainably produced food, provide educational opportunities and help to break down urban isolation.  Food that is grown locally is not only fresher and tastier, but is better for the environment too.” 

The event kicked off with speeches from London Assembly Member Jenny Jones, Cllr Clair Hawkins, Alice Elliott (LDA), Charlotte Jarman (London Food Link), Jeremy Hopgood (Newlon Housing), Nritijuna Naidu (Getting to the Roots/WEN), Kelly Piper (John Scurr Community Centre) and Caroline Fernandez.  The speakers highlighted the importance of urban food growing and the work being conducted from their various positions in London’s communities.  

A delicious lunch made from sustainably sourced ingredients was cooked up by Wapping Women’s Centre Business Enterprise Scheme, who have recently set up their successful local catering company.   A tour of the Centre’s innovative garden project was an opportunity to see how hard work and enthusiasm can convert an underused space into an oasis of organic food production in an inner city estate, and participants also had chance to add their visions for community food growing to a “wishing tree”. 

Two workshops facilitated discussions on what is needed to support and promote urban food growing.  One, led by Christine Haigh of WEN, focussed on the extent to which community food growing can contribute to sustainable food for London.  Spitalfields City Farm, respresented by Joanne Doyle, Paul Paulford and Lutfun Hussain, drew together particpants’ ideas and experience on starting local food growing projects.  Both well-attended workshops produced fruitful discussions on their topics and provided great opportunities for networking and future collaboration!

The event was coloured by several fun and fruity stalls, which included smoothie-making, growing and using medicinal herbs, and sprouting seeds.  As many participants confirmed, it was a productive, informative and very fun day!

Programme:

	Time
	Activity 
	Who 
	Where

	10.30 
	Arrivals. Visit stalls and garden e.g. composting, displays, juice/ smoothies, herbal remedies.

Slide show from photo project 
	John Scurr Community Centre/ WEN and others
	Every where

	11 am
	Opening speeches/ presentations
	Jenny Jones GLA

Councillor Clair Hawkins, Alice Elliott (LDA),

Newlon Housing,

Getting to the Roots trainees,

WEN
	Main hall 

	11.30
	1.Discussion group –To what extent can community food growing contribute to sustainable food for London ? What else is needed ?  OR
	WEN
	Main Hall

	
	2.  Useful medicinal herbs-to grow and harvest from in and around John Scurr Community Centre with medicinal herbs guided walk

OR
	London Community Herbalists 
	Left hand room

	
	3. Visit stalls and displays /network
	
	everywhere

	12.30
	Wishing tree and feedback
	WEN
	Outside if dry

	1pm
	Lunch
	Wapping Women’s Centre Business Enterprise Scheme 
	Main hall

	1.45pm
	1. Sprouting seeds OR
	WEN
	Left hand room

	1.45pm
	2. Starting a local food growing project
	Spitalfields City Farm
	Main hall

	
	Visit stalls/ displays as above
	
	

	2.30
	Summing up Thanks and Goodbyes
	WEN/ John Scurr Community Centre
	Main hall


Notes from WEN-facilitated workshop: To what extent can community food growing contribute to sustainable food for London?

1.  To what extent can community food growing contribute to sustainable food for London?

· Permaculture principle: imagination is only limited by yield

· Learning from global communities e.g. Cuba, Israel, Canada

· Income/markets for projects – sell to schools, restaurants, shops, markets

· Access to land/spaces – strategy for using unused spaces

· Learning how to use available space for growing through training, support and funding

· Sharing spaces – community rotation

· Asset transfer unit – land to community groups – support for community land trusts

· Composting in a small bokashi

· Accredited training

· Delivery schemes for people unable to cook – like better meals on wheels

2.  What are the barriers?

· Need for training

· Lack of available land

· Funding – need for sustainability – long term support (this is effectively subsidising) – business planning – professionalism – long term vision – social enterprise

· Vandalism – research prevention – engagement/inclusive projects, engaging all including potential vandals!

· Finding others to work with – website/networking LOCALLY

· Land fit – link people with empty gardens to those looking for greenspace – connecting people

· Time – sharing work – CSA’s

· Lack of information/support – contact groups like WEN, LFL/Sustain, Making Local Food Work programme

· Better use of public spaces – parks

Notes from Spitalfields City Farm workshop: If you already have a food growing project or are interested in starting up a food growing project what support would you need? 

Participants split into three groups and brainstormed around 4 themes: networking; activities; practical and advice

NETWORKING

Sharing and saving knowledge (this came through the most)

Learning English

Promoting free resources – freecycle; community repaint; reuse it

Making the most of our different cultural understandings – sharing traditional recipes, growing tips etc.

Newsletter to inform 

Matching skills and needs e.g. website and email updates

ACTIVITIES

Events

Picnics

Sharing food

Gatherings to share knowledge

Linking food and medicine

Visiting other projects

Connecting people with nature

PRACTICAL

Food growing

Volunteers

Growing native plants and practical advice about companion planting

Seasonal tips

Practical advice on what to grow and drought resistant plants

Supplies – soil, seeds, containers

Volunteers

Planting plan

Tools 

Composting

Building raised beds

Finances - starting up fund for growing groups

Quick and easy soil testing

Healthy cooking and eating fresh produce

Equipment loans

Learning to grow specific to your site

Resources to facilitate sharing and community 

Helping people with mental health issues/therapeutic sessions

Teaching

Education – knowledge of what’s in season

ADVICE

Barriers to food growing e.g. health and safety; contaminated land; council restrictions

Different ways of growing food e.g. on roofs; estates

Learning about food issues – fair-trade; sustainability

Checklist to start up a food project e.g. access to land and permissions

Funding support and advice

Best practice

People to talk to

Linking in with advice organisations e.g. WEN, London Food Link; social enterprise agencies

Legal advice on land use

How to set up local groups on estates and get areas to grow

Feedback from Wishing Tree:

I would like to see food and herbs grown in public community spaces for all to share.
Think of ways to make allotments more inclusive (i.e. for wheelchair users) – raised beds?

Reskilling and realistic expectations on what can be eaten when! (Asparagus? April-May)

I hope my son has access to food growing initiatives when he’s learning at school.  PUT IT ON THE CURRICULUM!

Looking to set up a food project in Deptford – any help would be appreciated. (Sparky, brodie.spx@mac.com)

Food education should start at the youngest level in school – children should be involved in growing own food: “what you grow is what you eat”

More funding/investment given to local food growing projects.  Investing in community projects that focus on environmental sustainability in London area.
Gardening projects need access to contaminated land surveys.  Make it easier and cheaper!

Rather than funding would like to see proper paid posts instead of always voluntary!

I would like to see more organic food that are more available in the supermarket!!! (Samina, age 8 years)

I would like to see WEN introduce the use of sustainable food use to the ‘fast’ food shops.
Growing skills are part of school curriculum.
May communities all around the world grow and empower themselves.
Empower women to be more autonomous in terms of food production.
More training courses across London for people like me that lack the skills to grow food!

General Feedback on the Event:

Very useful source of information!  (Daniele)

Thank you for the weel-run informative day.  Great networking and idea-sharing day.  Well Done (D)

Training – I teach horticulture gardening in schools and colleges (Nir 07815035202)

Great informative day.  Well organised.  Nice venue!

Great to hear all the ideas and experiences at this event.  Congrats. (Alice, LDA)

Really good day.  Very informative, speakers very good, and lots of bouncing ideas from like-minded people

A great event!  Informative, interesting with great food – of course!  Well done!

Great event!  Would be good to have a centralised info system – research is required to find you!

Excellent source of information and advice.
Very informative and useful day.
Beverly Hamilton, Project Manager and Counsellor at South London Refugee Programme (SCRP): Brilliant garden tour/seed swap. Interesting fruity beauty.  In the future I wouild like to elaborate on (1) composting and (2) support for individual gardeners who wish to do group gardening.
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