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Growing Well Case Study
Introduction

Growing Well is a farm-based charity that promotes mental health recovery and well-being by encouraging involvement in community-focused organic growing. The farm began trading in October 2004 and the farmer-led CSA developed out of this existing structure in 2009. The CSA provides 45 members with vegetables from six acres of rented land. Members pay £7.50 a week for a share, which are collected from the farm.  
Getting Started
The inspiration to start a CSA came from staff and board members of Growing Well, and was initiated with the combined aims of increasing the income earned from crop sales, engaging the local community more fully, and to develop a more diverse and secure customer base committed to the farm’s produce. After polling members of the local community for information about potential markets, the core group designed a CSA share offer that met the emerging interests of the community and their own needs as a growing business. The core group made contact with their regional Soil Association CSA officer, and hosted a meeting of other local interested parties – although this has not yet formed a cohesive group.
The Growing Well staff divided the work on promotion, membership, finances and legal issues between them, and created a core group consisting of a growing coordinator, an administrative coordinator and a board member. The project was promoted through community groups and the local press, and after a year of planning, the CSA began trading in July 2009.

Funding and Admin

Financial support was needed for the grower’s salary, which came via the Big Lottery Local Food fund. Growing Well operates many other activities, therefore much of the CSA activity has been absorbed into the existing mental health or administrative work. As an already well resourced and growing business, the existing infrastructure ensured a relatively easy start-up process – the CSA was a move from wholesale to retail for the farm.  

Insurance cover includes public indemnity, employer’s liability, business interruption, trustee indemnity, usual buildings and property cover. Advice was sought from Cooperative and Mutual Solutions, and it was agreed that the existing legal structure used by Growing Well – an IPS for the benefit of the community – was ideal for the development of the CSA.  Current turnover stands at around 20K.
Membership and distribution

The CSA currently has 45 members. Members are invited to provide comments and feedback by phone or email, and are invited to join the board of directors. Regular contact is maintained by weekly emails, blogs, web news and events, which are also circulated to Transition Town members.
Shares cost £7.50 a week, with no additional membership fee, and are paid either monthly or annually by debit card. Shares are collected from the chiller at the farm.
Land and produce

The CSA works on six acres of land rented on a five year farm business tenancy, on which several structures have been built, including a compost loo, three yurts and polytunnels – although the latter are being replaced with bigger structures (500sq.m to 1250 sq. m) as part of the CSA development. Planning permission for these structures was applied for and successfully obtained. 
Around 60 varieties of vegetables, and plans to include an orchard to provide fruit. Decisions on what is grown and bought in are made by the Growing Coordinator – who was in post prior to the start of the CSA.

All of the horticultural work, including picking and packing, is undertaken by volunteers recovering from mental health issues, as well as one full-time grower who is employed by the farm.

Growing Well has a contract for provision from Social Services, allowing the volunteers working on the farm to benefit hugely from what is seen by staff and volunteers as a dynamic opportunity that promotes and enhances the recovery process.
Community Involvement

Growing Well has a contract for provision from Social Services, allowing the volunteers working on the farm to benefit hugely from what is seen by staff and volunteers alike as a therapeutic experience which is part of the recovery process.  
Workdays, celebrations and events are held about three times a year, providing the wider community with opportunities to get involved with the farm. Plans for the future include expanding opportunities for involvement from the local community, as well as offering all volunteers Level 1 qualifications in horticulture.
Achievements, obstacles and future plans

James Smith, Growing Coordinator, highlights the benefits of the CSA to the overall farm business in terms of increased income, more control over the market and reduced waste.  He sees the main achievement as the establishment of a successful CSA, and would like to see the continued development of national awareness of the concept.
The group faced difficulties with the alteration of their growing and sales systems to manage the new business, and recognize the need for continuous marketing to manage turnover in the scheme. James also recognises the difficulty of managing growth with a volunteer workforce which can shrink and grow.
Feedback from the members is extremely positive, people love the scheme, appreciate the quality fresh seasonal produce, and value the connection and support that they give to the business as a whole. The Growing Well CSA hopes to increase the number of shares to 100 in the future.
www.growingwell.co.uk
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