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Glastonbury Food & Regenerative Farming Centre at Bridie’s Farm
Our Story So Far

As the leadership of Glastonbury Food & Regenerative Farming Centre (GFRFC), a Town
Deal (GTD) Project with the Red Brick Building Centre (RBBC) at Bridie’s Farm we write
this open letter with the intention of clarifying our position at this pivotal point in time.
We wish to make our story and experience known as a matter of public interest; to
demonstrate transparency and clarity in a time of uncertainty and speculation, and to
explain our intentions and goals for the project heading into the future.

We have received much support and encouragement from within the Glastonbury
community, across the County and beyond, and wish to express our deepest gratitude
to all those who have shown such enthusiasm and commitment, big or small, to the
project and its purpose thus far. So much has been achieved and so many connections
made.

Germination Story:

In 2015, the Community Garden at the RBBC was created and initially developed with
the support of Feed Avalon CIC as an outdoor social space. Led by Bon Everson as
Head Gardener until 2021, it provided a sanctuary and inclusive learning environment
facilitating access to courses and workshops centred on themes of food security,
horticultural learning and nature connection as well as therapeutic provision for
vulnerable groups. It hosted initiatives with Discovery, Seed of Hope and Elim Connect
and built networks with Somerset Community Food and Somerset Skills & Learning. On
this foundation, it has continued to thrive, and flourished in recent years, with RBBC
gaining further funding to develop and maintain its management. Under new leadership
and with a committed volunteer base, itis an RHS award winning space and has
continued to prove itself as a valued community asset.

When the call came in 2019 for local projects to express interest in the upcoming Town
Deal funding, the opportunity arose to speak up around the need for increased
accessible community food growing space and present the proposal for GFRFC. RBBC
gained approval to designate leadership to develop strategy towards this and another
project, The Life Factory (TLF) which would address the need for increased community,
enterprise and youth support facilities in the area. It was decided that these projects
should both be delivered through RBBC as a known entity with historical accounts, a
funding record, and existing governance structure. Alternative proposal for Feed Avalon
CIC or a new independent entity to take on the Grant Funding Agreement (GFA) for the
farm were seen as too high risk, however provision was made in the subsequent
business cases for the project outlining the intention for transition to an independent
organisation which would take the project beyond the initial grant funding period and
secure its sustainability for the future.
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In 2021, the Glastonbury Town Investment Plan was published, including intention for
both TLF and GFRFC to feature in the regeneration strategy alongside ten others around
the town. During 2021/2022, business cases were prepared by the GFRFC working
group, a collection of volunteers led by Bon, and were completed with GTD business
consultants Mott MacDonald for submission to Central Government.

In May 2022 these were approved by Westminster, and agreement was reached on
Heads of Terms with the then Mendip District Council (MDC). Project management was
recruited, and by November the Grant Funding Agreement was signed between MDC
and RBBC for the farm project. After some preliminary attempts to find a site, available
land was identified within the GTD designated boundary, situated on Porchestall Drove
behind the timber yard in the Beckery. It was formerly owned by an out-of-town holdings
company but rented and worked by local farmers for Organic silage and sheep grazing.
It was purchased for the project, with a 25-year charge putin place between MDC and
the new owner RBBC, linked to the funding agreement. Terms included usage for the
explicit purpose of the community farm project, and special permissions required for
any tenancies or transfers.

The cost of the land accounted for a large chunk of the designated funding allocation at
the outset, primarily due to the necessity of buying out a 50-year overage clause
stipulated by the previous owner. This clause would mean that should the land increase
in value during that time, a significant proportion of this would be owed back to them.
This was not acceptable to us given the economic climate of ever-increasing land
prices, our plans for the site, and future ambitions of community ownership and
inclusive access.

Project leadership embarked upon the work of ensuring initial land analysis and pre-
planning requirements (incl Heritage assessment, Ecological appraisal, Flood risk
assessment, Highways appraisal etc) and together with local architects Orme, a full
planning application was submitted. This process was lengthy and further ate into
project time and funds before works could begin. Initial permission was granted in
October 2023, with conditions relating to drainage and contamination needed before
any significant groundworks or construction could begin. Further work was undertaken,
with reports finally completed and conditions approved in Summer 2024.

For a project beholden to the cycles of nature and seasonal conditions by its very
definition, the loss of growing seasons at the outset meant additional pressures on
development and outcomes. Undeterred, the team now joined by a growing body of
volunteers got stuck in with initial tree and hedge planting and established a hub for
farm activity. A new address and postcode were allocated for Bridie’s Farm, honouring
the local farmers’ nickname for the land - Bridie’s Field - in reference to its proximity to
the sacred St Bride’s Mound. Bridie’s Farm CIC was constituted and development
begun on forming an organisation which would look to secure the project for the future.
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With a social value approach to procurement, we prioritised building an invested
community volunteer base and strengthening connections with local stakeholders and
fellow growing projects. After all, sustainable change takes place slowly and through the
work of a localised web of people and places all contributing to a shared vision. Itis our
intention to facilitate the coming together of the community on the subject of
sustainable food production, ecological awareness, land stewardship and health &
wellbeing through nature connection.

We view the land in a holistic manner, our regenerative practice encompasses
principles of Permaculture, Biodynamics and Agroecology, including exercises in
observation, listening and responding to the needs of the land and its ecosystem of
flora and fauna when planning and undertaking tasks. We are informed by the elements,
particularly water, where our aim is towards a water compatible site, resilientin its
acceptance of its nature as flood plain and its seasonal characteristics and allowing
demonstration of food cultivation methods and habitat management in increasingly
extreme environmental conditions.

Challenges the project has faced and current position:

As many in the community will be aware, we have also faced significant challenges and
upheaval in RBBC governance and centralised services relating to HR and accountancy.
The Life Factory fall out and the associated disruption to RBBC structures and
governance has meant reduced availability of resources to support the farm
management team, and there has been a failure to secure the transfer of the land and
operations to Bridie’s Farm CIC in a timely fashion as intended. Knock-on operational
issues around central services have put additional stress on the team. Well publicised
issues of accountability relating to Somerset County Council (SCC) and RBBC have
undoubtedly had their effect on the smooth running and morale of the projectin
general, including the change from MDC to a unitary authority which had disrupted
oversight mechanisms relating to the delivery of funding to TLF.

We would also like to make clear that as the farm team we found high quality
organisational development, governance and leadership training provided to the
organisation to support the increased demands of business growth related to taking on
the GTD projects to be hugely beneficial in supporting our professional development
and practice. We are disappointed that some other areas of the organisation did not
share that feeling or seem to benefitin the same way. In fact, The Life Factory team
failed to engage entirely throughout the duration, and some others within the
organisation simply did not respond as readily as they might have done.

The internal damage and reputational decline resulting from the above governance and
oversight failures does a huge disservice to the hard work and commitment of the RBBC
staff team as well as having significant financial consequences.
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Despite these challenges, the GFRFC team and Bridie’s Farm CIC remain committed to
the vision of the farm and the delivery of our objectives, including the work of securing
long term security and sustainability of the project. The strategic case remains
incredibly strong, as it was in 2022, while need for this type of provision is only
increasing. Among the noise of dissatisfaction and stress, we have no interest in
engaging in a blame culture approach to what has been, only in looking forward with
positive solutions and energies to what may be, and to continue as we have in delivering
much needed facilities and provision with the local community.

We have gained huge support and encouragement from the local network of
organisations in the field, Re-imagining The Levels, Somerset Community Food, Avalon
5mile Food & Farming initiative, Spark Somerset, Strode College, Plotgate farm, The
Chalice Well, Avalon Marshes Green Prescribing partnership to name just a few.

So far, we have welcomed individuals and groups from across the area as well as some
participants and attendees from across the country to experience time spent with the
land in a socially inclusive environment. A huge amount of time and energy has been
committed in volunteering hours to date. Groups of young volunteers from Strode
College have contributed hours as part of their Citizenship and Kings Trust volunteering
elements. Pupils from St John’s School and home educated students have attended
pilot forest school sessions. Participants from far and wide have attended courses this
year in roundwood joinery and reciprocal roof assembly in the initial stages of the
roundhouse construction. Nature connection and creative workshops have run in the
yurt and Men’s Shed Street have spent time building habitat boxes for the site.

Local farmers have been contracted to provide services including necessary rhyne
clearance, access and track installation works and wetland groundworks, and have
shown their support and encouragement while imparting valuable historical landscape
and land knowledge.

Over 2000 trees have been planted, growing areas, tree nursery and wood workshop
spaces have been established and a yurt for indoor group space now stands close to
the forest school area.

Plans for next year:

This Winter sees the further planting of the forest garden, with a view to creating a
community orchard and food forest which will continue to provide an ever-growing
legacy within Glastonbury. Our intention is to further strengthen connections and build
on our volunteering and forest school provision. In 2026 we aim to develop social
prescribing opportunities with local initiatives meeting high levels of need around
mental health support and food insecurity. We hope to get going on the barn build which
will house crop processing facilities, a base for a community composting loop, and
local reuse/recycle initiatives.
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The roundhouse completion will enable large groups to make use of the space as well
as providing a revenue stream from space hire.

We hope that making our story known contributes to enabling of a fuller understanding
of the project’s position as far as possible and provides transparency as to our current
circumstances and intentions even as we face further uncertainty around funding and
land ownership. We hope all involved, from the GTD Board to Somerset County Council
and RBBC will do everything in their power to work collaboratively in the interest of
securing the farm project, as we are within Bridie’s Farm CIC in exploring all options
available to us with the same aim.

Once again, we truly thank everyone who has given their valuable time and support and
continue to do so. We hope your dedication and commitment to the land in the best
interests of the whole community will continue to find a place to shine at Bridie’s Farm
well into the future. We hope to update you all again soon.

Bridie’s Farm team.



