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Unicorn
Grocery
News

A warm welcome to our new
annual round up, a chance to
find out more about what
happens on the shop floor,
behind the scenes and beyond
all those tasty ingredients.
It has been a while since we’ve published a
newsletter, and we decided to bring it back – bigger
and better than before - so we can tell you about all
that is Unicorn.
We start with an article on the importance of soil
and the simple fact that is easy to forget: "No soil?
No people." Indeed, healthy soil supported by
organic growing can hold one hundred million to
one billion microbes in a teaspoon – it seems once
again diversity is needed for people and planet to
thrive. On page ten you can see us proudly receiving
the Best Independent Retailer Award at The Soil
Association’s 2016 BOOM awards. The Soil
Association is the UK's primary organic certification
and campaigning body, established in 1946 to
promote healthy soils and a healthy planet.

Diversity is also at the heart of our worker co-op diversity of people and ideas. We are proud to be
part of a network of hundreds of worker co-ops
around the country who share and learn from each
other and we are proud that our membership
represents fifteen different nations. You can read
(on pages eight and nine) about the work we do to
promote the co-operative way and good food
throughout the education system – from primary
schools through to Universities.
On page five we give a little overview of our project
support from our 1% and 4% funds. These funds
support positive action in our community, and
further afield, projects that are addressing the huge
injustices in the global trading system. There are
many inspiring projects we have had the privilege
to financially support and learn from. As Abbie, one
of the fund's co-ordinator's explains:

helping them significantly increase their area of
protected growing, making their business a little
more future-proof. Many of you will have enjoyed
their salad leaves and courgettes, expect more of
those and a wider range of organic, local veg in the
near future! As explored on the back page, there
are many factors that make growing a very fragile
business with markets and unpredictable weather
throwing ever more curve balls at an already tough
vocation. Protected growing (in glasshouses or
polytunnels) helps reduce the vulnerability of the
growers.

"The funds enable us to stand in
solidarity with people fighting
for a more just, co-operative and
sustainable world"
We have also been lucky to be able to to support
our most local growers, Glebelands City Growers,
Meanwhile, faith in big business, banks and other
institutions has continued to erode and some
campaigns are working to force positive change such as the Fair Tax Mark (page four). The Mark
has been established so companies can visibly
demonstrate they are open, honest and fair tax
payers. We hope that one day the Fair Tax Mark has
such momentum that businesses and institutions
using the mark can be confidently judged as
contributing to society what they should, and
consumer pressure will encourage others to make
good their tax affairs.
On a final note, thank you to all our customers for
helping make Unicorn the special place it is. Well
done to all of you who have been re-using tubs for
your delicious soups, salads and curries from the
deli – it really is making a difference.

Soil
Matters

Did you know that last year was the United Nation’s International Year
of Soils?! It may seem odd to grant such recognition to such a lowly
substance, but the dirty truth is that soil, the very foundation of
land-based life, is degrading worldwide.
As a co-op we’ve been educating ourselves about
the wonders of soil and the scary state it’s in over
the past few months. This is an edited version of an
overview written by a likeminded American co-op
- Central Food Co-op in Seattle - who one of
Unicorn's members recently visited.

The Roots of Life
Land plants and animals, including humans, our
crops, and our animals are entirely dependent on
soil. Soil is the foundation of agriculture, which
gave rise to civilization. No soil? No people. Soils
are among the most complex ecosystems on Earth,
and soil science remains far from identifying all the
tiny creatures that bring soil to life. A single
teaspoon of healthy soil contains anywhere from
one hundred million up to one billion microbes!
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Scientists estimate that half the world’s topsoil has
been lost in the past 150 years, and it can take a
century to grow just one millimetre of soil. So
unless we stop the loss of topsoil, and learn to
practice agriculture and civilization in ways that
restore it, we are headed toward a terrible
reckoning, on a global scale.

Who Dunnit?
The forces driving loss of soil are activities of human
civilization: agriculture, overgrazing, deforestation,
over-use of firewood, and industrialization. Modern
reliance on artificial chemical fertilizers and
pesticides in modern industrial agriculture
degrades the complex biology of soil ecosystems,
reducing it to a lifeless medium for the transfer of
chemical nutrients and increasing the risk of erosion.

What We Can Do?
Improving agricultural practices is the primary
opportunity to stop destroying the soil that feeds
us. The keys to reversing the catastrophic loss of soil
are rejecting fossil fuel-based industrial agriculture
and “factory farms”, and supporting organic and
agroecological farming methods that mimic the
complexity and diversity of natural ecosystems.

“Soils are a finite natural
resource, and are
non-renewable on a human
time scale.”
The Soil Science Society of America

“We have to learn to farm without
losing the soil...”
We are part of a broad movement of consumers
and farmers working together to maintain and
build soils. We’ve accomplished a lot, growing the
organic food sector to what it is today. But
transnational chemical and commodity corporations
still have far more influence over national and
international agricultural policy than our movement
does. Even in the organic sector, industrial practices
like extensive monocropping can improve market
efficiency at the loss of truly holistic stewardship of
soil.
We need to counter the influence of transnational
corporations over agricultural policy. A big part of
the current fight over the Transatlantic Trade and
Investment Partnership is about agriculture. The
Monsanto Corporation and other chemical and
commodity corporations are at the table negotiating
this massive free-trade agreement that will
influence trade and agriculture policy for decades
to come.

“We’re doing the same things today that past
societies have done, and at the same rate. We have
to learn to farm without losing the soil.”
David Montgomery, University of Washington,
author of Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations
Our movement is not at that table, but awareness is
growing about the power of agroecology and
organic agriculture. Individuals and businesses in
our movement continue to build and share our
commitment to the soil that supports our existence.
Our families and communities make food choices
in line with our understanding of the impacts of
agriculture—every meal, every purchase, every
farmer we sustain, every sustainable farm
enterprise we help start, all of us working together,
are building a future agriculture that will not
undermine civilization, but sustain it.

“We will continue to create the other world that we
are sowing – seed by seed, inch-by-inch of soil,
person by person, community by community. We will
not give up.”
Vandana Shiva author and activist
Can our movements save the soil? In the big picture,
we need to work toward the day when democracy,
community rights, and the ideals of “fair trade”
carry more weight over global policy than do
investor rights, corporate rights, and the ideology of
“free trade.” Our growing awareness and action
must translate into an Organic and Agroecological
Millennium.

This is an edited version of an article by Webster Walker,
Central Food Co-op, Seattle
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Unicorn Grocery:

Worker
owned & run

Imagine a business with no bosses and no management hierarchy,
where all contracted staff are paid the same as each other and have
the same say...
...A supermarket where the till cashiers own and
control the business, and are also the same people
who decide what to sell, what to do with the profits,
and how much to pay themselves. Well, you’re
imagining Unicorn.
“I started working at Unicorn because I was into
the ethics of the way the shop traded and the
produce it sold. I didn’t know much about co-ops
then, but over time it’s ended up being by far the
most important aspect of working here for me. I
can’t imagine working any other way.” - Debbie.
We are very, very proud to be a workers cooperative, a business that is owned and
democratically controlled by its workforce. We are
also proud that after nearly twenty years of growth,
we have maintained our flat structure, where all of
our 70 or so co-op members have an equal say,
and equal pay. Instead of competing with each
other to ‘rise’ through the business, we operate as
a collective, working co-operatively and
collaboratively to do our best for the organisation
as a whole.
“It’s great to work in an environment which allows
people with different skills and abilities to flourish.
Each of us being part of the decision-making,
able to contribute individually in our own way
but with the support of our colleagues,
making us stronger
together” - Martyn.
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So, we don’t have a conventional hierarchy, but
that’s not to say we don’t have a management
structure. It’s just a structure based on the belief
that the people who work day to day in an area of
the shop know best about how to run that area,
and that we should all have a say in the decisions
that affect us. So smaller decisions (like pricing a
new product or deciding what computer software
to use) are made by the relevant shop teams, and
big decisions (like our strategic direction, pay levels
or what to do with our profits) are made, using
consensus decision-making, by the whole 70-strong
co-op membership.
In order to keep up with ever-rising sales, and give
ourselves a bit of flexibility, we also employ some
casual staff, who are paid 80% of members’ hourly
wage and can only work casually for twelve months
before deciding whether to apply for co-op
membership.
Laura’s been a co-op member since 2014 after
starting here as a casual worker, as many of us did.
We’ll leave the last words to her…
“I am not an employee, I work in the business I
own with 69 more members. We don’t have the
same skills, but when it comes to making a
decision, we’re all equals. I feel
empowered, thirsty to grow
into a better

person; inspired to spread this movement like a
fever and make the world a better place, to show
people it can be done, no matter what your talents
are… you team up, cooperate, support each other
and succeed. Just ask us how!” - Laura
There are hundreds of worker-owned co-ops in the
UK and many thousands more globally. They serve
to prove that an alternative model of doing business
is possible – one that values and empowers
workers creates community wealth instead of
shareholder wealth, and puts people before profits.
Please do ask us how!

Project
Support
Every year we set aside a sum of money equal to 5% of our annual
wage bill to make donations to like-minded organisations and projects,
about £74,000 in 2016.
Our two funds are the 1% Fund, which we use for
donations to UK projects (mostly in Greater
Manchester), and the 4% Fund, which covers
projects primarily in the Global South. These funds
originated in our founding principles 20 years ago
and are just as important to us now.
The 1% Fund enables us to provide financial
support to a wide range of organisations and
projects who share our vision of a more just and
equal society. We make awards usually of a few
hundred pounds each time, and recent donations
include activist networks fighting fracking and
climate change, sustainable food initiatives,
projects supporting refugees and asylum seekers,
new and expanding co-operatives, and community
energy schemes. We’ve recently reviewed our
funding priorities and we’re confident our
donations are a force for positive action in our
community, so please get in touch if you have an
inspiring project you’d like to talk to us about. Our
total budget in 2016 is £15,000.

Our 4% Fund is firmly rooted in promoting fair and
sustainable livelihoods by tackling the injustices of
the global trading system. This year the total is
£59,000, which we are using to support projects
that fight against poverty and unsustainable
agriculture to create ecologically and socially
sustainable communities. We’re very keen on
small, grass roots initiatives in which our donation
plays a key role in bringing about change, and of
course we also work with well-established NGOs
delivering vital anti-poverty and community
development work.
We’re currently supporting a project in India
helping women agricultural labourers to unionise
and gain employment rights; a ground breaking
project in Burma training a new generation of
growers in organic, ecologically-sound agriculture
alongside a programme of community-led
development; the international food sovereignty
organisation La Via Campesina, to popularise
traditional rain-fed crops over water and chemical-

Womens' Forest Livelihoods
Project, Burkina Faso

intensive agriculture; garden-scale organic food
production in the townships of Cape Town; and an
indigenous rights organisation fighting large-scale,
environmentally destructive developments in
Honduras.

“The funds enable
us to stand in
solidarity with
people fighting
for a more just,
co-operative
& sustainable
world.”
Abbie , 4% fund co-ordinator

Network for Environment & Economic
Development, Burma
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The Fair
Tax Mark
The Fair Tax Mark is the label for organisations that are proud to pay
their fair share of tax.
In recent years there have been far too many
examples of organisations choosing to engage in
tax avoidance practice; using tax havens and
creating artificial structures that have little to no
real economic value, simply to minimise their tax
liability. These are perfectly legal options. However,
in 2013/14 tax avoidance cost the UK economy an
estimated £19 billion, representing approximately
2.6% of total UK public spending for that year.

“To avoid tax
is to scrounge
off the state”
Owen Jones, author and activist

Organisations do not have to use these techniques
at all. They can chose to be transparent about their
operations, make decisions based on factors other
than taxation and profit maximisation, and
contribute a fair amount of tax to each country in
which they operate.
The Fair Tax Mark was launched in February 2014.
Its vision is to encourage UK businesses to engage
in transparent and responsible tax practice that
fairly reflects their required contribution to a vibrant
economy that works for the benefit of all.
A Fair Tax business seeks to pay the right amount of
tax in the right place at the right time and can be
held to account on its tax behaviour by the public
based on the information it publishes.
Annually, The Fair Tax Mark criteria assesses the
information that businesses provide in order to
measure their level of transparency and the quality
of their tax disclosure, as well as their tax rate.
At Unicorn we are happy to pay our share of tax and
have been working over the last 6 months to join
other co-operatives (like The Phone Co-op) and
6

larger organisations (like Lush Cosmetics) in
proudly displaying the Fair Tax Mark.
We have implemented a model tax policy that
reflects our commitment towards fair taxation. We
will make our accounts easily accessible to the
public and explain the taxes we pay.
It feels quite strange being accredited for something
that’s so obviously the right and honest thing to do!
It would be great if in the future it was those without
the mark that were the unusual ones.

Watch out for the logo in the shop once we’ve
finished the accreditation process. And if your
company is interested in applying for the mark, visit
fairtaxmark.net.
“To avoid tax is to scrounge off the state. Rich
individuals and major companies depend on the
state: whether it be a financial system that was
bailed out by the state; state-funded infrastructure;
tax credits to subsidise the wages of their low-paid
workers; a law-and-order system to protect them
and their property; an education system to train up
their workforce and those of other institutions they
depend on; and so on.” Owen Jones

Palm is a tropical crop used
globally in many thousands of
products from food to toiletries.
In recent years, increases in the demand for
palm oil have had enormous social and
environmental consequences. Rainforest
destruction caused by plantations can threaten
wildlife species, displace indigenous people
and destroy ways of life. In response to these
concerns, we have carried out a large research
project over the last two years.
After auditing all our products (and there are
several thousand of them!), we have taken a
variety of steps: seeking new palm-free options,
avoiding new products with palm, delisting
some old products containing palm, and
encouraging and enabling suppliers to choose
more sustainable sources.

Why sell palm at all?
An outright ban on palm oil would be difficult
for us to achieve – margarine, biscuits, and
pastries would become almost impossible to
source. Further, due to palm’s high yields per
hectare, alternative vegetable oils are not
always more sustainable. Other tropical oil

crops (e.g. coconut or soya) can create the same
problems of rainforest destruction in the
absence of sustainable policies.

How can we change the system?
Campaign groups like Greenpeace and Friends
of the Earth suggest that pressure for higher
standards from consumers, retailers, and
manufacturers – on brokers, processors and
growers – is one of the most effective routes to
widespread sustainable production.
Unicorn aims only to accept oil with organic
and/or RSPO ‘segregated supply’ certification.
This position means we've already discontinued
some lines, and we're working with other
suppliers to improve their sourcing so we can
continue to stock their products. Meanwhile, we
continue to pressure suppliers & manufacturers
for stronger industry regulation and higher
standards for certification - there is still a long
way to go.
We believe that a varied supply of vegetable
oils, including local options and a diversity of
crops, is more sustainable than reliance on
mono-crop tropical exports. However, truly
sustainable palm oil could have a role to play in
this global supply.

For more info see our palm oil statement, on the principles page of our website.
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Sharing
the co-op alte
We are keen to share our passion for good food and co-operative working with school children and
university students.

In the last couple of years, we’ve made links with
two universities in the North West so that we can
share our model of co-operative grocery with
business and retail marketing students.
Co-operative businesses (especially workerowned co-ops) are still a tiny sector of the
economy, and most people aren’t that sure what a
co-op even is. Yet for a whole host of reasons (the
banking crisis, corporate tax avoidance, ecological
crises, high youth unemployment) there’s a
growing dissatisfaction in society with ‘business
as usual.’
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In this climate, we think it’s more important than
ever to introduce young people to an alternative
business ownership model - based on cooperation instead of competition and with social
values at its core. And if our recent recruitment
statistics are anything to go by, it is a particularly
appealing model for younger people.
So we’ve been really glad to have the opportunity
to talk to students on business courses at the
University of Manchester and the University of
Liverpool.

We’ve explored the world of co-ops and where we
sit in it, and how collective management and
worker-ownership impacts positively on us as
individuals and on the performance of the
business as a whole. We are keen to get students
thinking about the ways in which co-operation
offers a viable economic alternative and tool for
social justice, economic democracy and ecological
sustainability.
These guest presentations are now an annual
fixture, and are really well received by the
students. It’s hard to know, standing up at the

ternative...
front of a lecture theatre, whether the sea of folk
in front of you are even vaguely interested in what
you’re saying, but the barrage of thoughtful,
insightful questions we get after each presentation
reassures us. The students are fascinated by the
idea of a business without a boss, with equal pay
for all, where decisions are made collectively and
careers progress without promotions.
We’re also very keen on sharing our passion for
wholesome, healthy, fresh and tasty foods with
younger people, so we love having the opportunity
to welcome pupils from local schools to our shop.
School visits usually include a tour around the
shop, a tasting session to sample some of our
fresh fruits and vegetables along with a few of our

packed goods, and an activity or discussion
focused on whatever food-related topic pupils are
currently learning about – from plants to fair trade to
why we shouldn’t eat chocolate for breakfast everyday!
Where possible, we combine school visits with a
trip to the nearby community allotment (Grow for
It, just up the road) so pupils can see local food
production in action. We also accept invitations to
deliver sessions in the classroom, and we’ve
recently taken part in Haveley Hey’s ‘Our Futures’
week to inspire a new generation to consider the
world of co-operative grocery as a career option.

Emma Banister, our host at The University of
Manchester, also has a child whose school we
visited recently…
“It’s quite funny I told my sons that you had been in
and when they asked what you talked about I started
explaining about how Unicorn is different and how
the co-operative aspect works. My younger one
(who was part of the class when Kellie visited)
started to explain how no-one is the boss but at the
same time everyone is the boss. I think that speaks
for itself – you can let Kellie know that she
successfully explained a flat management structure
to a bunch of 6-year-olds!”

Please contact office@unicorn-grocery.coop if
you‘d like to discuss a school or university visit.

Supplier profile – Carishea
Carishea’s body washes and balms feature in our
‘Recommended’ range – which highlights some of
the companies we are particularly proud of doing
business with. Look out for the 'Recommended' signs
throughout the shop.
Carishea is part of Trade Right International, a
revolutionary social business ‘biased towards the
poor,’ pioneering a different business model in both
the UK and overseas communities it works in.

services and the Scottish Prison Service, Trade Right
are building a unique and creative employability
programme, where people excluded from the labour
market are employed & empowered to create the soaps
and cosmetics. The workers earn a Living Wage and the
most the managers can earn is 2.5 times this, reducing

the wage chasm between workers and managers.
What’s more, as a registered Community Interest
Company, Trade Right does not have shareholders or
pay investor dividends. As they explain:
“This means that the rich aren’t
making money from the poor.”

In Ghana, the shea nuts that form the basis for
Carishea’s products are ‘wild crafted’ and harvested
by a co-operative of fairly paid women, who are
further supported by Trade Right’s investment in
community development projects.
Back here in the UK, the raw ingredients are shipped
to Trade Right’s soap factory in Greenock, Inverclyde.
Working in partnership with addiction rehabilitation
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Rustic
Carlin Pea
Salad
Here’s a very simple idea for using Hodmedod's
award-winning UK-grown Carlin Peas (also known
as Black Badgers!) this summer…
•

Unicorn: Best
independent
Retailer!

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

200g Dried Black Badger Carlin Peas
or 2 x 400g cans Carlin Peas
2 cloves garlic, crushed
2 tbsp olive oil
juice and zest of 1 lemon
pinch of chilli flakes
50g sun dried tomatoes, chopped
salt and freshly ground pepper
chopped basil
salad leaves to serve

We attended the Soil Assocation’s BOOM (Best of Organic Market)
Awards at London’s Borough Market in May and won ‘Best
Independent Retailer’, so yippee for that!
We were shortlisted alongside the wonderful Bristol retailer Better Food Company, who like us, aim to make
organic food affordable and accessible. It is very encouraging to see challenges to the perception that organic
produce is the preserve of the wealthy (although at the same time we don’t want to see a race to the bottom
with prices, as those at the bottom of the supply chain – the growers - often take the hit).
We are heartened by continued growth in the organic sector. According to the Soil Association’s 2016 Organic
Market Report, the UK organic market is in its third year of steady growth and is set to break the £2 billion
threshold very shortly.
At the awards ceremony we got to chat with much-loved suppliers Hodmedod's (featured below) who won in
the pantry category for their British Carlin Peas. Wonderful Doves Farm whose products we also stock won an
award for their flour and fellow northerners Barra Organics in Sheffield (who we advised in their early days)
were named Rising Star of 2016.

If using dried Black Badger Carlin Peas, soak in a
large saucepan of water overnight, then bring to
the boil and simmer for about 45 minutes. If using
canned Carlin Peas, simply drain and rinse.
Put the cooked Black Badgers in a bowl, add the
crushed garlic, chilli flakes oil and lemon juice. Mix
well.
Add the other ingredients, mix carefully and place
in the fridge so that the flavours develop.
Recipe provided by Lizzy Hughes of the Our Lizzy vegetarian

Thanks to all our customers, suppliers, farmers and friends for helping make us what we are. BOOM!

Fellow award-winners Hodmedod's work with farmers to
source British-grown and lesser-known pulses. Their first
product was the Fava Bean, grown in Britain since the Iron
Age but little eaten in recent centuries. Fava Beans are
delicious, nutritious and good for the soil and bees. Since
then, Hodmedod's have been searching out and developing
production of other less well-known foods, like “Black
Badger” Carlin Peas and Quinoa from the plains of Essex!
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cookery school in Malvern, Worcestershire.

UnIcorn & the
co-op world
One of the international
co-operative principles is
'Solidarity in Co-operation.'
Here are a few of the ways our
members put that into
practice…
Britta sits on the Worker Co-op Council, and is also
Vice Chair of Co-operatives UK, the network
promoting and supporting Britain’s thousands of
co-operatives.
“Eight years ago, Unicorn was contacted by Cooperatives UK, asking if we wanted to nominate
someone to stand for the Worker Co-op Council.
The council is a sounding board on issues affecting
worker co-operatives and consists of six members
of worker co-operatives. I put myself forward and
got elected. Two years ago, we organised the first
UK Worker Co-op Weekend, at which we developed
the idea of having a grassroots worker co-op
solidarity fund.

There is now a fund of over £37,000 that is run by
members from many worker co-ops & supports
anything worker co-op related, with 491 people
contributing £1 a week. Its first endowment helped
a new cleaning co-operative in London visit the
well-established Belfast Cleaning Co-operative to
learn more about co-operative working in practice.”
Louise attended the most recent Worker Co-op
Weekend, and is now setting up some inter co-op
work exchanges:
"A few of us from Unicorn attended the Worker Coop Weekend in Staffordshire, it was my first visit to
anything like this and I really got a lot from it. It was
really exciting to meet people from so many
different types of co-ops. I found the weekend to be
really inspiring, seeing co-ops ranging from forty
years old to one week old, helping each other and
wanting each other to be successful. I love being
part of this world of working that really supports
and encourages each other, I hope I can go to more
of these events in the future and recommend
anyone who has a chance to go along!"

Vic has been a Trustee of Co-operative and
Community Finance (CCF) for the last two years,
assisting in overseeing their strategic direction:
"In 2003 CCF was fundamental in helping Unicorn
secure our existing premises when the building
was put up for sale. Over the past forty years the
organisation has exclusively served co-operatives
and social enterprises, supporting many hundreds
of businesses across a variety of sectors including
housing, at-home care, nursery schools, village
shops, wood recycling and community pubs."
Debbie spent five weeks late last year learning from
worker and consumer-owned co-ops in the USA:
"It was really inspiring to see what a global
movement we are part of, finding organisations
that share so many of the same values and with so
much to teach us. I experienced 'Solidarity in Cooperation' in such abundance. Likewise, we're
always keen to share our knowledge and experience
with existing and emerging co-ops, wherever
they're from!"

Unicorn members at the Worker
Co-op Weekend

Have a look at 'Grow a Grocery' on our website, our
free guide to establishing and running a workerowned grocery business like Unicorn.
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As usual, Spring proved both a
challenging and exciting time for
sourcing UK fruit and veg.

Veg
News

It’s the time when brassicas such as kale and leafy
cabbages become scarce, as warmer longer days
encourage them to flower. Purple sprouting broccoli &
Cornish cauliflowers are usually great options through
much of this period, but a wet, windy & mild winter made
both diffcult this year. Consequently March into early May
were a real challenge, especially once stores of rooty
staples such as beetroot, carrots & spuds began to
dwindle.
From the middle of May however, the excitement
commenced! Local rhubarb from Dunham Massey and
Glebelands in Sale, spinach & sorrel from Lincolnshire’s
Strawberry Fields, plus asparagus from Nicholas Watts of
Spalding heralded the end of this Hungry Gap.
As in 2015, there has been a good supply of early kale

Trading direct with UK growers has always
been a cornerstone of our business model.
Our growers tell us we are a great trading partner – paying promptly,
negotiating fairly, and generally operating with a much higher level of
mutual trust and understanding than the norm.
But even so, organic veg production is a hard, risky and undercompensated business, especially when done on a small scale and where
biodiversity is prioritised.

“Family farms are declining in numbers,
commercial farms are becoming larger and
more corporate and entry into the industry
is increasingly difficult.”
Farmer and author Simon Fairlie at this year’s Oxford Real Faming
Conference.
Additionally, as climate change really kicks in, the kind of extreme weather
events that have impacted so badly on farmers in recent years are likely
to become the norm.
We’ve supported our veg growers in various ways throughout our trading
history, making zero-interest loans and grants to help growers invest in
their businesses and from time to time squeezing our own margins and
paying above ‘market value’ - a highly dubious measure of what a product
is actually worth at the best of times - during periods of crisis for farmers.
We’re especially proud of the small role our support has played in the
expansion of Glebelands Market Garden – a small co-operative from
where we'll be getting courgettes, fresh herbs, spring onions, cucumbers
and more throughout the summer months.
Long celebrated by its customers as a model for sustainable urban food
production, Glebelands has almost doubled in size in the last year.
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from Home Farm in Suffolk, sown early under tunnels of
bubble wrap! Interestingly, there seems to have been a
Pennine divide with spring sunshine… growers to the
East, in Lincolnshire & Yorkshire, have generally been a
few weeks behind their 2015 cropping as they waited for
their soil to warm up. In contrast, those in the North West
basked in Spring sunshine, with early season broad
beans, courgettes and lettuces reaping the rewards.
Looking ahead to the Summer months, we’re on the cusp
of a berry & currant influx! Strawberries from
Herefordshire will soon be joined by local blackcurrants &
raspberries from Dunham Massey.
Redcurrants,
gooseberries, jostaberries (a cross between blackcurrants
& gooseberries) won’t be far behind. Nor will Joe Pardoe’s
Herefordshire cherries, a perennial staff favourite.
It looks like being a very challenging year for brassica
growers, as an unusually high number of diamondback
moths have arrived from the continent. Adult moths lay
eggs on the leaves of cabbages & cauliflowers, with the
larvae hatching to cause devastation. We already have
three growers reporting their destructive effects.

Supporting

ecological
farming

In addition to its land flanking the River Mersey in Sale, it’s taken on
new undercover growing space at Woodbank Park, a former council
plant nursery in urban Stockport.
As part of a project co-ordinated by Manchester’s Kindling Trust, preexisting community growing projects now sit alongside a blend of
agricultural training and commercial production, creating a thriving
‘hub’ for sustainable agriculture in Stockport.
Glebelands’ ongoing success and evolution is thanks to a highly skilled
and incredibly dedicated team who not only know how to grow great
veg, but also know how to grow a business. Over the years we’ve been
delighted to support their strategic vision by providing grants and
loans to help acquire a borehole, a custom-built packing shed, and
most recently an automatic ventilation system in the new polytunnels.
Ventilation reduces labour needs, provides optimum conditions for
crops and increases the number of crops they can produce. The
increased turnover will hopefully one day mean that an aboveminimum wage for the growers is a more realistic option.
We’re in the process of exploring the idea of a permanent, formal grant
fund from which we’ll support our UK growers. We value what they do,
and we want them to thrive. We hope such a fund may help improve
their resilience, make their businesses more robust, and generally
improve the lot of the ecological growers we value so highly.

