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Growing Trends in Local Food: Growing Food & Health

NHS Lothian, Edinburgh

When did the project start and why?

The initiative was started in 2009 by the NHS Lothian Chairman, Dr Charles Winstanley - to involve the community in and outside the hospital in growing food on up to 15 acres of derelict land belonging to the Royal Edinburgh Hospital. 

Who has been involved (partnerships and collaborations)?

A steering group was set up, including representatives of the NHS, Edinburgh Cyrenians, Scottish Allotment and Gardens Society, and the Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens. The project has gained backing from Scottish Natural Heritage, Forestry Commission Scotland and the Scottish Government and was formally opened by the public health minister in May 2010.

What kind of community consultation and engagement has taken place?

Cyrenians advertised to gather interest from community groups and individuals. A Development Partnership Group was then formed involving people who could help develop the plans, mobilise grassroots support and turn the plans into reality. Consultation exercises were carried out in the local community, which concluded that most people wanted to work as part of a collective growing project rather than individual plots. 



Approximately how much funding have you got and where does it come from?
The pilot phase of the project, from December 2009 to September 2010, to get the first three acres of the gardens up and running, cost about £43,500 and was funded by NHS Lothian, Community Food & Health Scotland, Cyrenians and various in-kind support and goods from local businesses. A further six month phase, to March 2011, and including a temporary strategic development post, is funded by grants totalling £59,000 from Forestry Commission Scotland, South Central Neighbourhood Partnership, Cyrenians and Scottish Natural Heritage. 

Who runs/manages the project?

The project is managed by the Cyrenians charity which has a long and successful track record in developing social enterprises and community initiatives that are well managed, productive and financially sustainable. 

What happens at the project - activities etc?

The three-acre pilot site includes growing plots, field cultivation, a forest garden, a recovered orchard, woodland walks and hospitality areas. The project offers work days with gardening activities, and training days to develop skills and knowledge. The programme is advertised on the website. Local community groups can apply to be members and have ready access for growing projects. Local health projects and patient groups come to the Gardens to provide therapeutic activities with their service users and to enjoy being out in nature. Other local groups, such as schools, also use the Gardens for projects, by arrangement. 

What's been the best thing about setting up and running the project?

It has been massively uplifting to see how much enthusiasm and energy there is throughout the community for gardening, growing food, being out in nature and working together. In the first seven months of the project we counted 5,000 hours of volunteering -- the amount of sweat and effort that has gone into this project is truly remarkable.

Have you encountered any difficulties or problems?
One of the main difficulties for us has been the cost and frustration of bureaucracy in getting basic utilities on site. For example, getting connected to the water mains involved three different companies, each with their own fee. A lot of costs stacked up just getting toliets, water and power to the project. 


From the lessons you have learned, what advice you would most like to give to someone else thinking of setting up a food growing project?

Planning is the key. People have huge amounts of enthusiasm, but you need really good planning to enable you to bring more people into the project and to work out exactly what needs to be done in order to do it well.

Who benefits from the project?
Local residents, community groups, special needs groups and patients from the hospital. Our primary aim is to promote health and well-being in the community – both the hospital community and the surrounding neighbourhood – getting lots of people outdoors, active and interacting with each other, with opportunities to take away fresh food, new learning, new friendships and the motivation to enjoy a healthy and environmentally sustainable lifestyle.

Apart from being able to grow your own food what have been the other benefits of the project?

We see ourselves as a large outdoor community centre. Our project promotes health and well-being through exercise and learning about healthy food; it combats isolation by getting people working together; it gives people skills to get back into work through volunteering, training and accredited learning. 
Long-term sustainability of the project - what will happen in the future?

We initially thought we could run a very low-cost highly voluntary project – where volunteers and groups would be trained and empowered to run the site on their own. We now recognise we need to employ a worker, at least part-time, to manage and co-ordinate the project and we're looking for between £30-40,000 a year to run the project. We will initially be seeking grant funding, but aim to reduce this over two to three years as we establish our own social enterprise. We hope to generate income from membership, sales, training, consultancy and events.
If we can make this project work then there is every possibility that it can be replicated across NHS Lothian and to other NHS sites across Scotland.


Further information

See the Royal Edinburgh Community Garden's blog: royaledinburghcommunitygardens.wordpress.com/ 

