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The Lor d Mayor  of  Norwic h Cl lr  Keith Driv er  
planting a rowan tree with  SLI director  Peter  
Medhur st  (L)  and SLI project  manager,  Mahesh 
Pant (R) .  

GO2  Bluebell South Allotments �Social 

Sustainable Living Initiative (SLI) 2013 � Highlights

Sustainable Living Initiative is a charity based in Norwich. We aim to promote a sustainable way of living 
through collective practical action.  We believe that small-scale action, such as growing fruit, vegetables 
and herbs on allotments and in our own back gardens, recycling, sharing tools and skills, helping each-
other, avoiding car journeys and promoting a sense of community can have a far-reaching effect on natural, 
as well as on human environments. The name �Grow Our Own� itself reflects that collective spirit.

The year 2012-2013 was a hugely important one in the history of the Sustainable Living Initiative (SLI).  
After several years of planning and preparation, we finally achieved our ambition of creating a project 
where we can practise the principles of sustainable living all in one place: The Marlpit Community Garden.

Marlpit goes live
Marlpit Community Garden, at the junction of Marlpit 
lane and Hellesdon Road, was opened to growers in 
June 2013 and by the time of the official opening on 
September 21st, there was a bumper harvest.   The Lord 
Mayor of Norwich, Councillor Keith Driver helped us 
celebrate the completion of that first stage by planting a 
tree. The next stage, scheduled for 2014, is the building 
of our community centre.

Our aim is for Marlpit to become a fully sustainable 
community scheme where people will be able to grow, 
preserve and cook fruit and vegetables as well as
experience and learn about conserving the wider 
environment.

SLI gets charitable status
We received charitable status from the Charity 
Commission in October 2013.

GO2 under new group-management
When work started on creating the Marlpit Community 
Garden, we had to create two new volunteer 
management teams; one for Marlpit and one for our 
established scheme - GO2 at the Bluebell South 
Allotments.  Two members stepped forward to become joint Coordinators of GO2 and after two great years 
of hard work, they decided to step down.  Following a consultation with members in September 2013, a 
new seven-member management team took over the running of GO2 Bluebell South Allotments from 
October 2013.

GO2 Bluebell South Allotments gets �It�s Your Neighbourhood� award
The GO2 Bluebell South Allotment scheme of 
SLI was awarded It�s Your Neighbourhood 
award of  Level  5: Outstanding  by the Royal 
Horticultural Society (RHS) and Anglia in 
Bloom.
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Figure 2:  Nine Years of GO2  
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Figure 1:  Number of GO2 Growers in 2012-13
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Grow-Our-Own (GO2) Bluebell South Allotments

An overview and progress made in 2012-13
SLI started a community based gardening scheme called Grow-Our-Own (GO2), as a pilot in the autumn of 
2004 on Bluebell South allotments. It set out to help people with little or no experience of growing 
vegetables to make a start by providing practical help and advice on what to grow and how and when to 
grow it.  By offering small, manageable sized plots as well as tools, seeds and seedlings, the scheme gives 
novice growers the self-assurance they need to become successful gardeners.  

Starting with 8 growers, it now has more than 160 growers and volunteers. Apart from providing help and 
advice to its members, the scheme has been successful in creating an educational and social space where 
members can come and meet like-minded people. On the first Sunday of the month, members bring a dish 
made of seasonal produce to share with other members. Physical facilities on site, such as the centre 
building, which provides gardening information, seeds and a meeting place; the picnic area; the composting 
toilet; the communal tool-sheds; and the plant nursery, have all played a vital role in promoting a sense of 
community.  

In 2012-13, a total of 153 growers took part in various GO2 schemes, slightly lower than in the previous year 
(160). Of the total 132 adult growers, 32 were �new� growers who joined during 2012-13 while the rest 
were growers continuing from previous years. In addition to this, we had three local primary schools 
growing fruit and vegetables on the allotment.

A total of six growers left the 
scheme during the year; three 
due to ill health and three were 
too busy to look after their 
plots.

As in previous years, the 
majority of the growers (64%) 
had only one strip measuring 6 
x 1.2 metres.  These figures 
confirm our view that the �new 
generation� of allotment 
enthusiasts are quite happy 
with a small strip of land. In 
fact, many of our growers joined the GO2 scheme precisely because of manageable-sized plots and 
welcoming environment.

Nine years of 
GO2

During the past nine
years, GO2 has 
evolved to enable
participation by as 
wide a section of the 
local community as 
possible. We have 
plots for young 
people, adults and 
people with physical 
disabilities. Our Grow-
at-Home scheme 
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provides seeds, plants and advice for people who prefer to grow fruit, vegetables and herbs in their own
gardens.

The GO2 scheme has grown 20 fold in the past nine years. We now have a total of 17.5 full-size plots rented 
from the Norwich City Council.  We never have a waiting list lasting for more than a month. While we are 
taking in new members each year, the majority (over 80%) of our members stays on; some of our members 
have been with us for more than five years.  These �graduate� members are increasingly taking 
responsibility for the management of the scheme, ensuring the long-term sustainability of the organisation.

Figure 2 suggest that our membership peaked in 2009-10; since then it has been decreasing gradually. 
The majority of our members are female, a trend which has been continued since 2005-2006. 

School Gardening Project  
During the year 2012-13, we worked with school children from three primary schools in Norwich -
Magdalen Gates, Tuckswood and Valley. We ran sessions on various aspects of gardening - digging, 
composting, seed sowing, planting, weeding and harvesting four times a year between September and July.
Our work with Country Trust�s Norfolk Food Discovery project has come to an end; we are now working 
with Valley Primary School and Marlpit Nursery school on our new Marlpit site (see below).

Marlpit Community Garden

A Brief Overview
Based on the GO2 Bluebell South model, the purpose of the Marlpit Community Garden is to help local 
residents learn how to grow basic fruit and vegetables, how to preserve and store them and to exchange 
recipes so that they can utilise all that they grow. As well as gaining health benefits from the exercise of 
gardening, members will also be able to reduce their shopping bills by producing their own food.  All the 
growers will be sharing land, tools, seeds, plants, skills, support and fellowship which will eventually foster 
good community relationships. We encourage experienced growers to work as mentors and share their 
skills.

The Garden is divided into different areas (see the Master Plan - http://grow-our-own.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2012/05/050_D02_Masterplan_Layout.pdf). Just over half of the site is dedicated to 
conserving existing wetlands and restoring habitat and species diversity to the level of nearby protected 
sites in the Wensum valley. The second half is dedicated to vegetable plots, an orchard, coppicing area and 
a community building. The Garden is a car-free zone, with car-parking facilities only available to disabled-
badge holders.

The main features of the Marlpit Community Garden are:  

Start-up plots measuring 1.3 x 10m for up to 200 local residents - Members will be offered a single plot to 
start with and the successful growers will be allowed to have additional plots depending on availability.  

Plots for school and community groups - Schools and community groups will have the freedom to choose 
the size of the plot and to plan it according to their needs.

Community orchard � This area will be planted with most common English fruits � apple, pear, plum and 
yellow and green gages (of Norfolk variety wherever possible).

Coppicing- This area will be planted with hazel and willow plants which, once fully grown, will supply 
beanpoles and pea sticks to all the growers thereby replacing the use of bamboo poles imported from 
overseas.

http://grow-our-own.co.uk/wp-
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Progress so far
The garden was opened to the public in June 2013.  By the end of September, 2013, a total of 26 growers 
(16 women) had signed up.  In addition to individual growers, more than 90 children from Valley Primary 
School, 14 children from Marlpit Nursery School and a group of adults from St Michael�s Church are 
growing fruit, vegetables and herbs. We have planted trees donated by the Woodland Trust to improve the 
existing hedgerows and have installed a bee-hive.

We have a central tool- store, an outdoor learning/meeting place, a polytunnel for growing plants and a 
reliable water supply for irrigation. Other facilities include cycle stands, disabled car-parking, an 
environmentally-friendly composting toilet and a wheel-chair accessible path up to the central area of the 
Garden.  

The first phase of the Marlpit Community Garden is complete, thanks to the help and support from various 
organisations, friends and well-wishers. We would like to invite more individuals and families as well as 
schools and community groups to join and make use of our excellent facilities.

Finance
Overall, SLI�s financial position at present looks good. With the opening of the new site, Marlpit, it is 
expected that the overhead costs as well as the cost of inputs per member will decrease in the coming days 
due to the economy of scale.  This will in turn enable us to make investments in improving physical 
resources (tools, irrigation, etc) and human resources (training).

More specifically, the total income including rental income from Bluebell site has decreased significantly 
due to the decrease in the number of members. However, because of the sharing of overhead costs 
between Marlpit and Bluebell, there is a small surplus in Bluebell. In the case of Marlpit, it will take time 
before the income from the plot rent is sufficient to cover the cost of inputs and overheads. So at present, 
almost all the money spent comes from grants and donations (see Table 1).

Plans for 2013-2014
GO2 Bluebell South Allotment will be completing 10 years next year. We would like to celebrate the success 
of this innovative scheme by bringing together as many alumni as possible to share their experiences of the 
scheme.

After the successful start of the Marlpit Community garden, our focus in the coming year will be on more 
tree-planting for hedgerows and coppicing, establishing a herb garden and an orchard, installing bird boxes
and habitat management. We will be exploring various options for the Marlpit Community Centre building 
and start fund raising in 2014. If all goes well, we should have our building ready by late 2014 or early 2015.

Marlpit Community Garden: September 2013








