Setting up a community garden guide

Introduction and purpose 
Under the umbrella of Good Food in Greenwich there is a shared ambition for the borough to be known as a place for good food by all. Food growing and community gardening very much supports that drive to put more residents in touch with food that is good for people, the community, and the environment. To join the Greenwich Growing Network and to find out more about Good Food in Greenwich, resources, and information on how to get involved, visit: goodfoodingreenwich.org 

Gardening brings joy to many people. Whether it’s undertaken for leisure or providing sustenance, the benefits of spending time outside in a growing space are wide ranging. In our city where it is busy, relentless and sometimes overwhelming gardens offer moments of peace for passers-by, a splash of beauty, and colour in otherwise grey spaces. 

In the borough there do exist opportunities for residents to take part in gardening activities, from allotments to adult learning horticultural courses, drop-in gardening advice sessions, to a new food growing network. We are however always looking for ways to increase the use of space as community gardens, and to increase the number of residents enjoying gardening, especially as opportunities tend to be oversubscribed – victims of their own successes! 

So that is what this guide is for, to provide advice and signposting for anyone who wants to start gardening and bring other people along with them. 

Whether you’re a resident with your eye on an unused patch of land on your estate, a community centre, school, or Children’s Centre wishing to offer growing opportunities to the community, it is hoped all your questions will be answered here.

First things first
Identify your site. You will need to work through some bureaucracy later, but first consider the location and questions such as:
· What aspect does it attract?
· Does it have an accessible water source close-by, or can water be easily bought in? 
· Where will compost bins be placed?
· Is it reasonably flat and clear? 
· Do you want room for a covered area for indoor work and bad weather? 
· Is there vehicle access for large goods to be delivered?

Next
Who owns the land? You’ll need to find this out next. 85% of land and property is currently registered with an owner, and if you have the address, postcode, or title number of a property, you can search HM Land Registry records for £3 to find this out. 

Access to land and permission to use it (how long is it available for and under what conditions, is rent payable) is essentially before any further steps are taken with your project. 

Land ownership in other spaces
In England all land is owned by someone, so if it is not listed on the registry, it is still necessary to find out who it belongs to. To do this it may be necessary to go door knocking. Look around and ask people near-by about the space to try and determine if it could be property of a Parish council, London Fire Brigade, Transport for London, Network Rail, a private housing developer, or commercial business for example.

Council tenants or leaseholders
If you are interested in establishing a garden on your estate, the Royal Borough of Greenwich Housing and Safer Communities team can support you with this. 

As a first step they recommend contacting your Tenancy Enforcement Officer for approval along with the Community Participation team: 
Community-participation@royalgreenwich.gov.uk. 

Once approved, residents can be assisted in setting up a constituted Tenants Residents Association (TRA) group to run the project, which would need to be self-funded. To facilitate this the Housing and Safer Communities team have commissioned Metro GAVs to provide training for TRA groups around managing budgets, chairing meetings, and minute taking. 

Contact details for Tenancy Enforcement Officers are:

Central Greenwich: Central-Neighbourhood-office@royalgreenwich.gov.uk 

East Greenwich: East-Neighbourhood-office@royalgreenwich.gov.uk

South Greenwich: South-neighbourhood-office@royalgreenwich.gov.uk 

West Greenwich: West-Neighbourhood-office@royalgrreenwich.gov.uk

Once you have this knowledge you will need to make an application use the space as garden. Once ownership has been established it will be necessary to discover whether the soil is safe to use for food production. We also recommend establishing a lease agreement when you are at this stage.

Parks and green spaces?

Soil testing 
The Royal Borough of Greenwich does not offer a soil testing service, but this is something recommended prior to growing to determine if the land intended for use is safe to do so.

Soil testing needs will depend on the size of the plot, historical use of land, homogeneity of the soil, who will have access to the area, and what sort of controls will be in place for PPE and hygiene.

Capital Growth, London’s food growing network recommends specific companies who offer a special rate for community group projects, that can be accessed on joining, but you of course may use a preferred service. 

Lease agreement 
Prepare and negotiate a lease agreement and terms for use for the site. GCDA recommends attempting to negotiate a lease agreement for at least three years.

Insurance 
It is recommended you have Public Liability Insurance for your project to indemnify you against being held responsible for injury or death of anyone visiting or taking part in activities on the site. Cover should be for a minimum of £2 million up to £5 million. 

Considering joining Capital Growth which will enable groups to receive preferential insurance rates through specific companies.  

Establish a group and decide what type of garden you want
Bringing together people local to the space with a shared interest in gardening will provide strong foundations for your project. Talk to people about they’d like to see – the more people you’ve got on-board, the more likely you are to get the go ahead for your project. Also, it’s often surprising how many skills people have, from organising meetings to being prize growers. 

The type of group you establish and how formal it is will be down to the interested members, but it should be organised with an agreed code of conduct and garden management structure as a minimum. 

As a group you should first decide on what type of garden the space will be, for example:
· A shared garden where participants share the gardening, maintenance and the harvest 
· An allotment garden where participants garden their own plot and share the maintenance of common areas
· A garden with both allotments and shared gardening space
· Will the space be managed through regular weekly sessions or on a drop-in basis? 
· How open will the site be?

From there your group can go on to decide on garden design and ethos amongst other things. We would highly recommend following the principles of organic growing for your growing space to support the protection of wildlife and soil improvement. The charity Garden Organic provides lots of free resources to support all gardeners to grow the ‘organic way’. 

Volunteers
Everyone who intends to be part of the garden or community will have a role to play as a volunteer. It is important that expectations and communal tasks are clearly communicated for. It’s important to establish a volunteer structure and timetable, as well as setting out a code of conduct for behaviour and management onsite. 

Plan, prepare and develop site
Give your garden/growing space a purpose
Will it be used for recreation and community building, food security and nutritional health, education, mental well-being, or biodiversity for example. Consider who will have access to the garden and whether it is accessible for wheelchair users and others with limited mobility, and if children be able to easily use the space. 

What will your garden be growing?
Carefully consider your plant choices for the size and aspect of your space. Further advice can be sought from GCDA’s Community Gardeners, but to get started think about:

· When you will plant and harvest different crops to avoid gluts
· Companion planting and crop rotation 
· Planting tougher fruit bushes such as redcurrants and gooseberries
· Whether you will plant trees and who has the knowledge required to maintain them
· Will you plant forage plants, for example Japanese roses, mahonia, cherry plums, or edible weeds

Funding/fundraising
In the long-term many projects function without continued funding – and some can even generate income – but usually a small start-up grant is needed to pay for tools, initial landscaping, and perhaps a shed to store equipment. 

In the first instance, you may be able to gain funding from the landlord, depending on their interest in growing projects, community engagement and available cash.

Gants through the Royal Borough of Greenwich are available through the Royal Greenwich Neighbourhood Growth Fund and the Ward Budget Scheme that Councillors in the borough use to support projects run by their communities. Information on other local, national and international funding opportunities can be accessed through the council website and the Community Grant Finder search function. 

It could also benefit you to run local fundraising as part of your group through events and competitions – this can serve to generate interest in the space as well.

Another thing to do is to approach relevant businesses for donations of equipment and resources; garden centres and developers can be great sources for this. Depending on the size of your space and the work that needs doing to get it established, you may want to contact larger commercial companies running corporate social responsibility/employee volunteer initiatives whose staff can offer time and effort to getting the initial heavy lifting done. Community volunteers should not be underestimated either, with Greenwich Mutual Aid a good first point of call to put you in touch with residents who will be able to give you a hand.

Over time, money to keep the project going should come from a small subscription paid by members to cover seeds, tool maintenance, etc.

Tasks and timetables
Be sure to create a clear and robust timetable of daily, weekly and seasonal tasks for the garden. This will help maximise attendance on the site, especially during winter months when less growing is possible. Jobs to do include watering, pest and chemical control, rubbish collection and general upkeep of the space. 

Health and safety
Health and safety of all users should be high level in any growing space. Common hazards to be aware of include poisonous plants and use of toxic substances, use of tools and equipment, pets and pests, and compost heaps. 

To ensure the safety of all users, all sites should have a health and safety policy, provide good information and necessary training and supervision, carry out regular inspections of the site and facilities and be prepared to deal with any problems that arise promptly. 

Garden and balcony growing
If you have not been able to identify a space to turn into a community site or have been unable to broker a lease agreement with the landlord of the space, then do not be disheartened. Almost any small piece of outdoor space can be used to grow herbs or a small crop of vegetables with the right containers and tools. 

If you have a balcony or a small space outside your front door, just a few pots are all you need to start growing. If you have balcony, it’s important you’re confident about how much weight the balcony can bear. Wet compost and stone or terracotta pots can be surprisingly heavy. Choosing lightweight plastic or resin containers may be a good option, although if your balcony is exposed and windy these can get blown over easily, so think about securing them before use. You may also be able to find lightweight composts, specifically designed for container-growing, which are worth considering. For pot growing, perennial herbs such as rosemary, thyme, sage and oregano, and tomatoes, lettuce, carrots, and potatoes are good places to start. 

For gardens and patios weight considerations probably do not need to be accounted for, and you may be able to increase the quantity or variety of herbs and vegetables you’re able to grow by introducing raised planters or larger grow bags. 

When it comes to growing at home, ensure you continue to adopt the principles of organic gardening, including using a peat-free compost and non-harmful chemicals. For more information, the BBC Gardener’s World pages are very useful. 

Resources
BBC Gardener’s World – projects, practical information and advice for all stages of growing: https://www.gardenersworld.com/how-to/ 

Capital Growth – London's Food Growing Network: https://www.capitalgrowth.org 

Community Grant Finder: 
https://www.idoxopen4community.co.uk/greenwichcommunity 

Garden Organic - ‘growing the organic way’: https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk 

Greenwich Mutual Aid: https://www.greenwichmutualaid.co.uk 

Land Registry: https://www.gov.uk/get-information-about-property-and-land 

RHS, helping everyone to grow: https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/grow-your-own // 
https://www.rhs.org.uk/get-involved/community-gardening/resources/community-garden?type=0&tag=

