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Your views – growing 
an Eden in Bury

In 2012, the site that is now Eden 
Gardens Allotments and a thriving 
RHS Affiliated Society was little more 
than a patch of derelict land in the 
centre of a housing estate (it was once 
a children’s playground).  But over the 
next seven years we managed to turn 
it into an award-winning oasis, receiving 
three ‘Outstanding’ certificates in Its 
Your Neighbourhood and drawing in 
the whole community. 

Many have visited us at our open days 
to collect eggs or just to chill out, and 
we make sure everyone is welcome. We 
have worked hard to ensure that we are 
fully accessible to all, including those 
with disabilities or mobility issues.

Last year the former Mayor of 
Bury, Dorothy Gunther, and the

 

Area Manager for the Onward Homes 
Housing Association nominated Eden 
Gardens Allotment Association for The 
Queen’s Award for Voluntary Service, 
and we were delighted to receive it. 
The award recognises the work and 
commitment made by volunteers to 
improve a community asset or service. 

In recent times we have worked 
with local school and pre-school-
aged children, as well as those with 
challenging behavioural problems, 
to share fruit and veg growing skills. 
Bill, Eden Gardens Allotments
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Welcome…
….to the summer issue of Grass Roots, the magazine for all community 
gardening groups, including Bloom and It’s Your Neighbourhood groups 
and RHS Affiliated Societies.  

Many gardeners had a tricky start to the 
growing year – with a dry winter, early 
warm weather and late frosts, so the 
unexpected summer rain that came for 
many may have been especially welcome. 

In any case, community gardeners are an 
innovative bunch, and many of you have 
shared the ways that you are adapting to 
different growing conditions as part of 
Wise Ways with Water (see pp6–7). While 
the competition has now closed, (with 
Watlington Environment Group accepting 
a new water butt, and Leechwell Garden 
Association some new trees), you could still 
join in and let us know what you get up to 
(rhs.org.uk/waterinmind). 

Most regional Bloom and Its Your 
Neighbourhood groups have been assessed 
again for another year, while Britain in 
Bloom UK Finalists are gearing up to host 
RHS judges in the first two weeks of August. 
We wish them all luck, and a huge well-
done for all you’ve achieved this year. 

This issue also introduces the RHS School 
Gardeners of the Year 2019 (see next 
page), offering timely hope for the future.

Best wishes and happy gardening,
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RHS School Gardeners  
of the Year 2019 

Young School Gardener of the Year
William Rae, 11, from The Edinburgh 
Academy Junior School has been crowned 
Young School Gardener of the Year for his 
remarkable efforts to spread the joys of 
growing. William was so keen to get more 
of his fellow students out in the garden, 
particularly those that weren’t sport- 
lovers, that he set up a garlic-growing 
competition, which he launched in 
assembly and ran for the whole school. 

His teachers spoke of his strong 
awareness of the wider benefits of 
gardening, both for those around him  
and the wider world. William is due to  

move to senior school later this year and 
already has plans to encourage the school 
and its students to get gardening.

School Gardening  
Champion of the Year
The 2019 School Gardening Champion  
of the Year is Michelle Jones (pictured),  
a parent volunteer (and true force to be 
reckoned with), at Ashmount Primary 
School in London. When her young sons 
asked about where their food came from, 
Michelle set about educating both herself 
and the family, discovering the benefits  
of a healthier lifestyle at the same time. 

There was a slew of inspiring entries in this year’s search for the UK’s top school gardeners, and many worthy 
finalists, but the three category winners shone out, says RHS Campaign for School Gardening’s Fuchsia Wilkins.
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The family doesn’t have a garden of 
their own, so, with windowsills overflowing, 
Michelle rallied neighbours and the council 
to turn a nearby patch of grass into a 
thriving community garden filled with 
flowers and vegetables for all to enjoy. 

Michelle’s vision and passion have also 
reinvigorated the gardening club at her 
sons’ school, now a flourishing group which 
meets twice per week. The club brings 
together children from all school years  
and backgrounds, along with around  
50 families, many of whom don’t have  
their own outdoor space. 

School Gardening  
Team of the Year
The hard work of students at Springhallow 
Special School in Ealing, west London, has 
paid off, as they take the title of School 
Gardening Team of the Year. The gardening 
club, made up of nine 12–16 year-olds with 
autism, has met in the garden each week  
for the last three years, blossoming as  
the student’s skills have grown. 

It’s clear the students love working in 
the garden and thrive in the space they’ve 
created. They especially enjoy growing 
fruit and veg and, this year, have linked 
with social enterprise project ‘The Barrow 
Market’ to sell their produce. Most recently 
the team have turned an unused classroom 
into the ‘Spring Café’ serving food from 
the garden and allowing students to gain 
valuable work experience.

The School Gardening Team of the  
Year wins a luxury greenhouse from leading 
greenhouse and glasshouse manufacturer, 
Hartley Botanic, and the Young School 
Gardener and School Gardening Champion 
of the Year both win a Hartley Botanic 
Patio Glasshouse. Each winner also receives 
£500 in gardening gift vouchers and a day 
of gardening at their school with television 
presenter and gardener, Frances Tophill.

Find out more about all the winners  
and finalists via the link below. 
schoolgardening.rhs.org.uk/sgoty19
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Join in the  
Big Soup Share
Summer might not be over just yet, but 
communities are being asked to look 
towards autumn and the Big Soup 
Share. Groups can now register for the 
RHS UK-wide event, so consider planning 
a celebratory meal to recognise 
volunteers’ efforts and make use of your 
shared harvests. 

A community event with a soup-based 
meal could be a chance to welcome in  
new volunteers, promote your work, 
connect with your local schools and 
fundraise for the following year. 

The Big Soup Share takes place  
between 7 October and 13 October. Visit 
schoolgardening.rhs.org.uk/big-soup-
share for more details and your free Big 
Soup Share event pack. 

Thousands of new frog 
homes across UK
Almost 3,000 groups and individuals have 
created wildlife ponds this year, or pledged  
to make an existing pond great for wildlife,  
in the 2019 Wild About Gardens campaign. 

Ham and Petersham in Bloom, a 2019 
Britain in Bloom UK Finalist, created three 
wildlife ponds with charity Froglife, while 
volunteers hold annual road patrols for 
migrating toads in spring. Meanwhile, 
Woodford Primary School in Plymouth used 
an Aviva Community Fund grant to create  
a new pond, and at its official opening, 
encouraged families to do the same. 

You can still join in the campaign and  
add your pond in the autumn – visit 
wildaboutgardens.org.uk for top tips.

Communities under  
spotlight
Many Britain in Bloom and Its Your 
Neighbourhood groups across the UK  
are breathing a sigh of relief as another 
judging and assessment season draws  
to a close. Bloom UK Finalists are due  
to be visited by RHS judges in August. 
Chair of RHS Britain in Bloom Judges, 
Darren Share, said 2018 brought the 
most challenging conditions in the 
competition’s history, and that if 
experienced again this year, extreme 
weather would be taken into account.

Help map British elms 
Work with others to record sightings of 
elms in Britain to help the Conservation 
Foundation gauge the state of the tree  
in the UK. Log an elm by uploading 
photographs of the tree (leaves, bark, 
shape) with its location and as much 
other information as possible. Experts  
will verify the entries to create an 
authoritative public database. 
conservationfoundation.co.uk/elm

Progress on peat
Defra will release an updated peat 
strategy by the end of 2019 as part  
of the Year of Green Action following 
further consultation with retailers, 
growers and manufactures. While the 
threat to sensitive peatland habitats is 
now understood, peat-free growing media 
makes up just 9 per cent of market share. 
The government says that if targets have 
not been met by 2020 it would bring  
in changes to speed up progress. 

Veolia Trust funding 
The next round of Veolia Trust funding 
for projects that make a difference to the 
environment or people’s lives has been 
announced, closing at the end of August. 
Grants of between £10,000 and £75,000 
are on offer for projects, including those 
that boost biodiversity, new playground 
equipment and revamped outdoor 
spaces. Funding is open to constituted 
not-for-profit groups near to a Veolia site. 
Check your eligibility on the website, 
veoliatrust.org/funding
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Help keep Xylella out 
The bacterium Xylella fastidiosa has 
not yet made its way to the UK, but 
having caused significant damage in 
Italy and detected in France, Germany 
and Spain, it remains one of the 
biggest risks to the UK horticultural 
industry and wider landscape. To 
reduce risk, the RHS advises people to 
buy plants from reputable sources and 
not to purchase plants from mainland 
Europe unless through professional 
growers. Search ‘Xylella’ on the RHS 
website for more information.

Henry Smith Charity 
grants 
The Henry Smith Charity is offering 
grants of between £500 to £20,000  
to small organisations that work with 
disadvantaged communities in eight 
counties in England. 

The funder is seeking to support 
projects in areas of high deprivation  
in the East Midlands, the South East 
and South West. The grants are only 
available to charities, though groups 
can nominate a charity to accept  
the funds on their behalf. 
henrysmithcharity.org.uk.

Tackling plastic waste 
The horticultural industry is 
continuing to look for solutions to the 
high level of plastic waste produced 
through plant trade in the UK. The 
RHS has contributed to research and 
discussions on addressing issues for 
plant-pot recycling – the use of black 
plastic makes pots difficult to recycle, 
but many councils refuse to collect 
any garden plastic. Has your group 
taken steps to reduce plastic waste? 
Let us know by email or on Twitter. 

Government urged to 
boost parks tourism 
A panel at the 2019 RHS Chelsea 
Flower Show told the Digital, Media 
and Sport Committee that there is 
huge untapped potential in parks  
and gardens tourism in the UK. RHS 
Director General, Sue Biggs, urged  
the government to help double the 
industry’s revenue, suggesting that 
major events, such as those held for 
cherry blossom season in Japan, are 
an example to follow. 

Become a Bloom judge 
Do you have a passion for community 
gardening and improving your local 
environment? You could support the UK’s 
biggest community gardening competition 
by becoming an RHS Britain in Bloom UK 
Finalist judge. There are currently 
volunteering opportunities for enthusiastic 
people to join the judging team in 2020. 

Geraldine King, Estate Gardens Manager 
at Chiswick House and Gardens Trust, has 
been a Britain in Bloom judge since 2015. 
‘Meeting passionate people and learning 
about the successes, trials and community 
spirit of places is so rewarding,’ she says.  
‘I love being able to encourage groups and 
to share my knowledge to help improve 
areas, but I also take away ideas for myself!’

Applicants should have a strong interest in 
horticulture and community gardening and 
enjoy working in an outdoor situation. Good 
knowledge of plants and horticultural 

practices and/or environmental issues,  
as well as experience of working in or 
supporting volunteer-led community  
projects is essential.

You would need to be available for one  
to two weeks in late July/early August each 
year, as well as for training days earlier in  
the year. The programme involves travel 
UK-wide, with full expenses paid. Support 
and training is also provided.

For more information and to apply, visit 
rhs.org.uk/get-involved/volunteer/roles

RHS growing solutions to tackle climate change
The RHS is working to develop nature-
based solutions to help Manchester adapt 
to the impacts of climate change, as part 
of a multi-million pound EU-funded project. 
The RHS is co-delivering the citizen 
engagement side of the project – Ignition 
– to gather public views on green spaces and 
how they can be used to reduce the impact 
of extreme weather, such as flooding. 

RHS scientists are also offering expert 
advice to a new ‘living lab’ at Salford 
University, which will pilot specific solutions 

such as green roofs and rain gardens. 
The project aims to develop new financing 
solutions to maximise the potential  
of green spaces to tackle social and 
environmental issues, such as climate 
change, air quality and human wellbeing. 

Partners include the GMCA, UK Green 
Building Council, Environment Agency, 
Manchester and Salford Universities, 
Salford City Council, Manchester City 
Council, City of Trees, Groundwork, Business 
in the Community and United Utilities.
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This year we’ve been encouraging groups to adopt Wise Ways with Water to help communities make  
the best use of this limited resource. Here are just some of the stories you’ve shared.

Leechwell Garden 
Association, Totnes
The Leechwell Garden in Devon, managed 
by a volunteer-led RHS Affiliated Society, 
has no mains electricity or fresh water 
source, so some creativity was required to 
keep its herb garden and plants hydrated. 
The group decided to take advantage of 
the site’s historic 19th-century ‘immersion 
pool’ and small waterfall that runs through 
the site, which sits around 50 metres from 
the herb garden. The pool is fed by the 
Leechwell via an underground spring,  
which eventually flows into the River Dart.

Skilled volunteers designed a solar-
powered pumping station with two 
electric pumps and a large water butt 
to harvest the water, which was created 
by council contractors. One pump by the 

Wise Ways with Water
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Abstracting water 
from rivers
Water use from each individual 
fresh water source, such as a river, 
at 20 cubic metres of water per  
day or less, does not require an 
abstraction licence from the 
Environment Agency (EA), as the 
ecological impact is considered to 
be negligible. If you abstract water 
from the same water source at 
multiple points, the exemption only 
applies if the combined total of all 
abstractions is 20 cubic metres or 
less per day. A water meter can help 
you ensure you stay within the limit, 
but contact the EA if you are unsure 
if you require a licence or with any 
related questions: 03708 506506, 
enquiries@environment-agency.
gov.uk, or visit gov.uk/guidance/
apply-for-a-new-abstraction-
licence-for-a-currently-exempt-
abstraction
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pond keeps the butt filled with river water, 
while the other pumps water on demand 
for watering. A small purpose-built shed 
near the herb garden (pictured below left) 
houses the water butt, one of the pumps 
and a 12volt battery, connected to the 
solar panels on the roof.

Since the garden opened in 2010, the 
group has managed to raise £100,000 from 
grants and fundraising events to furnish it 
with play facilities, a picnic table, a pergola, 
purpose-built iron gates, the solar pumping 
system, a piece of sculpture and plants and 
trees. It is now well-used by the community, 
including Grove Primary School which hold 
outdoor lessons in the garden most days.

Halstead in Bloom, 
2019 Britain in Bloom 
UK Finalist
Halstead, in north Essex is in one of the 
driest regions of the UK, and its ‘Bloom’ 
volunteers have long been concerned with 
reducing their reliance on treated drinking 
water for the gardens they look after. Group 
co-ordinator Julia Smith says, ‘We are 
passionate conservationists and around 15 
years ago we decided that we should utilise 
the natural resource of the River Colne, which 
runs through Halstead, as a water source.’ 

The group is lucky enough to have 
an engineer on the team, Graham, who 
designed a solar-powered system that 
pumps water from the river and through a 
series of pipes, with drippers (each donated 

by local companies as gifts in kind), to 
water around 75 troughs and containers 
around the river. The system is split into 
two to give flexibility of watering times for 
different areas with varying conditions, and 
each container is drip-watered for at least 
two half-hour periods in the middle of the 
night to reduce evaporation, with riverside 
trough overflows returning to the river.

The group takes out the pumps in the 
winter to avoid frost damage, replacing 
them before they plant summer bedding. 

The volunteers also convinced the town 
council to use river water in their bowser  
for town centre watering.

Garstang in Bloom, 
2019 Britain in Bloom 
UK Finalist 
Garstang in Bloom works with its local 
supermarket, a branch of Booths, to make 
use of rainwater collected from the store’s 
roof. The water is used by the supermarket 
for tasks that don’t require treated water, 
such as floor washing and toilet flushing, 
but the store has also given the Bloom 
group access to the system, with around 
2000L of captured rainwater used by 
volunteers per week during summer to keep 
plants in the town centre thriving. 

The group was recongised by North West 
in Bloom in 2018, winning the Gardening 
in a Changing Climate discretionary award. 
It has also expanded its perennial planting, 
reduced bedding plants and uses a ‘right 
plant, right place’ approach, reducing 
ongoing watering needs. Volunteers mulch 
the main beds with compost from their own 
compost bins, while the reduced number of 
bedding planters have inbuilt ‘reservoirs’ 
(shown below left), with water drawn from 
underneath, improving efficiency.

HMS Excellent 
Commemorative Rose 
Gardens, Portsmouth
This rose garden volunteer group in 
Portsmouth has made use of its 
greenhouse roof to capture rainwater  
since November 2018, saving an estimated 
1500L of water by the following spring. 
With a donated water butt and two 1000L 
discarded containers, the system was also 
virtually free, minus the labour time to set 
it up. Rainwater is captured from the roof 
via a gutter, fed by tube into the water butt 
and then linked via hosepipe and a syphon 
to the two water storage containers 
(pictured left). The water enters the butt 
then levels off into the two containers and 
vice versa as water is drawn from the butt. 

The group is hoping the innovation will 
impress the judges in this year’s South  
East in Bloom competition.
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With hotter, drier summers and more unpredictable rainfall patterns expected for the UK, careful use of 
fresh water is ever more important. Here are some expert tips from the RHS on reducing your water use.

Planting
✿ Preparing the soil in autumn or winter 
rather than summer or spring reduces 
moisture loss. 
✿ Aim to get plants in their final growing 
positions early in the season, allowing 
them more time to grow deep roots in 
cooler conditions when they don’t need 
so much water. They will then be more able 
to tap into deeper reserves of moisture 
when the warmer weather arrives.
✿ ‘April showers’ is a great time to plant; 
planting while the soil is moist is ideal, but 
avoid standing on your soil, compacting it. 
✿ Plants grown in open ground or border 
soil need less water than containers placed 
on the ground, which need less than 
hanging baskets. 
✿ Digging in organic matter such as 
well-rotted garden compost before planting 
helps to retain moisture. Mulch will also 
form a protective insulating layer, reducing 
evaporation and helping keep soil cool. 
✿ Plant any silver-leaved, less hardy, 
sun-lovers in spring rather than autumn so 
they establish their roots well before winter. 
✿ When planting, tease out any roots 
circling around the edge of the plant’s 
root-ball before planting. This will help 
the roots to grow out into the soil and 
to absorb water. Once you’ve placed 
your plant in your newly dug hole, fill 
the surrounds at least twice with water 
before replacing the soil.

Watering 
✿ Help to avoid hosepipe bans by using 
‘grey water’ – from a kitchen, bathroom 
or laundry – at any time of the year. Grey 
water can be used on non-edible beds. 
Use low-toxicity products, avoiding those 
high in phosphate, sodium, boran, borax, 
selenium, bleaches and disinfectants. 
Aim to use the water within 24-hours, 
unless you have a purpose-built system.
✿ Include as many rainwater-capturing 
devices as you can, such as water butts 
connected to down pipes. Raised butts 
with a lid and a tap are best for regular use. 
You can connect two water butts without 
plumbing with a connector kit (available 

Water-saving tips

Above
Two water butts can be 
connected with a hose, 
allowing double the storage 
capacity. Ensure that there 
is no air in the hose before 
submerging it. 

FILLING 
WITH RAIN 

WATER

USING 
FOR THE 
GARDEN

GROUND LEVEL

Overfl ow

Downpipe

Won’t 
overfl ow

Will fi ll to 
this level 

automatically

Water-fi lled hose, 
there must be no 

air inside

Water fl ow
Water 
level 

drops

GROUND LEVEL
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quite cheaply), allowing double the storage 
capacity. Alternatively, connect them with 
a length of hose long enough to reach to 
the bottom of both butts and a siphon, 
making sure the hose has no air in it  
(see image, left). 
✿ Try to maintain a steady supply of  
water without over-watering, avoiding  
soil becoming so dry that the water runs 
straight off (hydrophobic) – the ideal is  
to wet potting media enough to get it to 
the root tips, with no run-off. You can dig 
beneath the soil surface to see how far the 
water has reached – the plants roots will  
be roughly the depth of the height of your 
plant. Too little water just wets the soil 
surface and either does not reach the  
roots, or encourages ‘shallow rooting’, 
making plants dry out more quickly.  
✿ Water in the early morning, in dull 
weather or at the end of the day on hot 
days to reduce evaporation, and thoroughly 
(as above) but less often. 
✿ Consider a drip-feed irrigation system, 
which can water the soil gradually on a 
timed release either on or below the soil 
surface directly into the root zone, reducing 
evaporation and misdirected watering.  
To set it up, run the system for around  
30 minutes and then in two hours check  
to see how deep the water has soaked,  
then adjust as need. 
✿ Some groups and schools find that 
‘wicking’ pots – with water stored below 
the soil in a reservoir and gradually 
absorbed upwards allow less frequent 
watering and reduce surface evaporation. 
Capillary matting, placed beneath plastic 

plant pots (it won’t work with clay pots as 
the drainage hole will be too deep), can 
also allow the soil to absorb water upwards 
and reduce run-off. 

Plants that beat the heat
If you can’t bear to see a brown lawn, 
consider alternatives such as Rhizomatous 
Tall Fescue Turf, or a dry-tolerant wildflower 
mix, including species such as sedum or 
bird’s-foot trefoil. In addition, keep an eye 
out for the following ‘cool characteristics’ 
when selecting drought-tolerant plants:
✿  Aromatic leaves contain volatile scented 

compounds that are thought to cool 
foliage as they evaporate, reducing 
water loss 

✿  Fleshy, succulent leaves store moisture 
for dry spells 

✿  Grey leaves usually signify drought 
resistance 

✿  Hairy leaves reduce water loss and  
help reflect the heat

✿  Leathery foliage loses less water than 
soft leaves 

✿  Long, narrow leaves are very good at 
shedding heat without losing water 

✿  Small leaves shed heat and have few 
pores from which to lose water 

✿  Spikes act as ‘fins’ that cool the plant. 

Think twice before removing large 
deciduous plants as they will provide shade 
in the heat of the summer and their roots 
draw moisture from deeper soil reserves. 
This will then help to humidify the canopy, 
cooling the air and helping the smaller 
plants in the area to use less water.

Wildlife-friendly 
plants for the dry 
Smaller plants
✿  Bidens (annual or tender 

perennial)
✿  Brachyscome (annual or tender 

perennial)
✿  Ceratostigma plumbaginoides 

AGM (perennial)
✿  Cerinthe major (annual)
✿  Eschscholzia californica 

(Californian poppy; annual)
✿  Lavandula angustifolia 

‘Munstead’ (English lavender; 
shrub)

✿  Limnanthes douglasii (poached 
egg plant; annual)

✿  Salvia nemorosa ‘Amethyst’ AGM 
(perennial)

✿  Tropaeolum majus (garden 
nasturtium; annual).

Medium height
✿  Buxus sempervirens 

‘Elegantissima’ AGM (box; shrub)
✿  Echinacea purpurea ‘Magnus’ 

(coneflower; perennial)
✿  Eryngium variifolium (sea holly; 

perennial)
✿  Hebe ‘Autumn Glory’ (shrub)
✿  Hylotelephium spectabile AGM  

(ice plant; perennial)
✿  Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Miss 

Jessopp’s Upright’ AGM  
(rosemary; shrub)

✿  Salvia officinalis ‘Purpurascens’ 
(purple sage; shrub)

✿  Skimmia japonica subsp. 
reevesiana (shrub).

Taller plants
✿  Arbutus unedo f. rubra AGM  

(pink strawberry tree; tree)
✿  Buddleja davidii ‘Black Knight’ 

AGM (butterfly bush; shrub)
✿  Ceanothus ‘Concha’ (shrub)
✿  Cercis siliquastram ‘Bodnant’  

AGM (Judas tree; tree)
✿  Euphorbia characias subsp. 

wulfenii (spurge; shrub)
✿  Jasminum officinale f. affine 

(large-flowered jasmine; climber)
✿  Tithonia rotundifolia (Mexican 

sunflower; annual)
✿  Verbena bonariensis (perennial).
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Small grants 
fundraising
Writing a funding application can be a daunting process. 
Helen Lees, successful grant fundraiser and chair of 
Friends of Archbishop’s Park (FoAP) in London,  
shares her top tips. 

Find your focus
Consider what overall impact you want to 
achieve, and whether narrowing down your 
aims and audience could help you reach 
your goals. Targeting a specific group in 
need of support, e.g. young children or 
unemployed adults, could help you focus 
on the resources and expertise needed. 

Build your understanding of your 
community – take a look around you  
to get a sense of the local demographics, 
including housing types, or any obvious 
social problems. Your local authority could 
also help with the breakdown of ethnic 
populations and age profiles in the area. 
Visit other similar projects to see what 
works, and what issues need tackling –  
have some services recently closed, or  
is there an increase in demand for a  
particular resource, such as better parks? 

This will help you demonstrate evidence 
of need, which will be key to a successful 
application. Details of any consultation 
carried out and data on local needs can 
help show you know your audience.

Working with others
While it may be justifiable for your group  
to run your project alone, be sure to explain 
why this would be the case. For example, 
you may need to demonstrate that it 
wouldn’t simply duplicate another service. 
As well as optimising resources, 
collaboration offers the potential to reach 
a wider audience, potentially increasing 
your impact. 

Find out as much as you can about a 
prospective partner before you meet them 
– think about what you have to offer and 
what you could gain in return, ensuring 
there could be a mutual win-win.

FoAP’s focus on wellbeing began 
accidently with a chance meeting with 
a local NHS service eight years ago. This 
partnership took off with weekly joint 
sessions to support adults with mental 
health issues, and we’ve led several other 
successful partnership projects since.

Recently, we wanted to re-apply to a 
former funder and needed to show our 
group had progressed its ideas and reach. 
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I met up with an organisation near to the 
park, which provides activities for adults 
with mental health issues, to suggest 
joint sessions – we could make jam at 
their centre using the fruit we grow in 
the garden.  This would provide a new 
activity for the centre and allow our 
gardening project to reach more people, 
while offering tangible support for people 
with mental health issues. We put in a 
joint fundraising bid, including gardening 
sessions at our park and jam-making 
sessions at their centre. 

Showing results
Make sure you collate evidence 
throughout your project to show what 
you have delivered – keep an attendance 
register if you can and ask people to 
sign-in each time. You may also be asked 
for a breakdown on volunteers’ age, 
ethnicity and gender. Keep a log of what 
you do at each session and take photos of 
activities (ensuring you have the 
necessary photo permissions), particularly 
focusing on capturing the changes you 
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Left  
Helen Lees (pictured 
left, centre), chair of 
Friends of Archbishop’s 
Park, has refined the 
group’s specialism, 
helping to secure  
more funding grants.

Bottom left  
Consider what local 
need for green spaces 
may not be currently 
being met, such as  
for community 
vegetable plots.

Top tips on writing a successful application
✿  Most funders will have clearly stated 

outcomes they want to achieve and 
you’ll need to explain how your project 
will meet these objectives. The closer 
you match their requirements, the more 
likely you are to succeed. Be realistic 
about what you can achieve with the 
resources available.

✿  If you are not sure your idea will be of 
interest, contact the funder for a chat. 
Larger bodies have qualifying questions 
on their website to establish eligibility.

✿  Funders want to see value for money 
and that your group is well-run; most 
want to see a constitution (a set of 
working rules) and evidence of a  
bank account with three unrelated 
signatories. Some only support charities. 

✿  Seek out local funders that have a 
geographical area of support that limits 
the number of eligible applicants; your 
local Community Foundation website 

will list funds for parks and open spaces; 
Entrust oversees the Landfill 
Communities Fund, funding projects 
within a radius of depots or landfill 
sites, while the People’s Health Trust 
advertises its geographical area of 
support each month. 

✿  Have a project plan fully worked out 
before the application goes in (even if 
you don’t include this) to ensure you’ve 
considered all the aspects of how you 
will run the project, important 
milestones, monitoring and evaluation. 

✿  Keep applications clear and succinct, 
but include as much detail as possible 
on how you will deliver the project, and 
why it will make a difference. Focus on 
this difference early on, with a simple 
but strong statement. 

✿  Avoid jargon, instead, justify what you 
want to do with facts. If anyone has 
experience of funding applications  

in your group, ask for their assistance  
and be sure to have someone read  
the whole application over before you 
submit it to check for thoroughness  
and any mistakes. 

✿  Be specific about desired outputs 
(numbers – people involved, events 
held, etc.) and outcomes (the impact 
you will have). Expect to answer 
questions such as what will success look 
like and how you will sustain your 
project into the future.

✿  If a funder has a sliding scale of 
funding, avoid aiming for the maximum 
amount. Larger grants often allow 
ongoing applications once you have 
completed the first project and have 
established your capabilities.

✿  Consider all potential costs, including 
office items, refreshments, tools, room 
hire and staff costs, but be aware some 
funders won’t cover all these.
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The joint Amersham Town Council and 
community-led campaign now has a 
dedicated volunteer base of around 35, 
including two fellow co-ordinators, Carole 
Taylor and Jill Mace, and has impressed 
both at regional and UK finalist levels. 

Volunteer engagement 
In addition to branded clothing, which 
means people can spot the team at work, 
both the town and the council’s magazines 
promote specific volunteer opportunities.

Carole says volunteers appreciate that 
there is no minimum commitment. ‘People 
aren’t judged on how much time they 
put in, they give what they can. Some 
are not gardeners and some are, so we 
give tasks to suit.’

Steve explains that the volunteers are 
set new challenges each year, while also 
encouraging autonomy. ‘When we invite 
the volunteers to plant the street displays, 
for example, we offer a selection of plants, 
but encourage the volunteers to design 
and style their display.’ 

One successful project has been street 
sign adoption, with residents coming 
together to plant up and care for mini 
street sign-based gardens, on a theme. 
This opportunity is well-publicised and 
the visibility of the displays also helps 
to generate interest. 

Environment and conservation
This year, the group created a heritage 
orchard with a tree-sponsorship 
programme. Individual donors, who are 
each recognised with labels on their trees 
(pictured far right), paid £26 per tree to 
cover costs, while the stakes and cages 
were supplied via a Tesco grant. The trees 
are locally grafted cultivars, with 80 per 
cent of them originating from within a 
15-mile radius, including one which was 
thought to be extinct. 

Steve says the volunteers feel a sense 
of ownership over the orchard and most 
helped to plant the tree they sponsored. 
‘Many of them returned with their friends 
or partner to see their name on the label,’ 

he says. ‘The orchard is very much a legacy 
project for future generations – everyone 
should plant at least one tree!’ 

The group has also been working to 
raise awareness of plastic waste, in part by 
speaking with businesses about the use of 
straws, and several cafés have now stopped 
using them. A new greenhouse has just 
been built with the help of volunteers from 
1,800 reused plastic bottles, collected at 
Great British Spring Clean events and the 
district council’s collections over one day. 
The aim is for the greenhouse to overwinter 
some more tender plants, but also to 
demonstrate how much waste is produced 
in a place the size of Amersham. 

The town’s central Memorial Gardens 
will this year host a ‘Conservation in Bloom’ 
garden to demonstrate a mini ideal 
wildlife garden, to raise awareness and 
to encourage residents to consider their 
own wildlife gardening projects. The 
display will include a planted ‘living wall’, 
a bridge over a small stream, pollinating 
plants, wildflowers and a hedgehog home.

Amersham in Bloom
Inspired by fellow Thames and Chilterns entrant, Stony Stratford in Bloom, when visiting 
as a regional judge, Steve Catanach brought the programme to his then new hometown 
of Amersham in 2012, not realising quite how it would catch on.

CAROLE TAYLOR



  13

rhs.org.uk/get-involved

13

Above 
Individual donors for 
the heritage orchard 
are recognised with 
labels on the trees  
they sponsored. 

Top left
One of Amersham’s 
‘design a flowerbed’ 
competition’s winning 
beds in 2018. 

Left 
Winners of the 
competition are 
supported to plant out 
the designs, learning 
about gardening.

Working with schools
Amersham’s successful annual school competition  
has a simple format which could be easily replicated.

Amersham’s ‘Design a Flowerbed’ 
competition for schools – where pupils 
submit designs on a theme for summer 
planting of four prominent public 
garden beds (pictured left) – has grown 
in popularity each year. In 2019, all 
schools and a total of 450 pupils entered. 

‘When we started the competition, 
we visited each school to encourage 
participation,’ explains Steve. ‘The 
success of the competition has 
helped us to reach out to the younger 
generations, teaching the children the 
benefits of environmental responsibility, 
but also about civic pride.’

How it works
Pupils from all primary and middle 
schools throughout the town are invited 
to create an impactful design using 
contrasting colours at the beginning of 
each year. A letter (sent to the schools 
at the end of the previous year) explains 
the benefit of taking part, emphasising 
the difference Bloom makes to the 
town, the central high-visibility location 
of the competition beds, and that each 
include a plaque with the winning 
student’s name, along with a picture  

of each of the four winning designs. The 
students are also invited to a ceremony 
where they are presented with an award.

A template is supplied for pupils to 
use as an in-class drawing activity, on 
a stipulated theme, such as a ‘90th 
anniversary flag’ to celebrate the 
Queen’s long reign, or 2019’s theme 
of ‘patterns’. The template is a simple 
document, with space for name, age 
and school then a large blank block for  
a drawn design, showing the bed’s size 
of 2.5m by 2.9m.

The letter explains that the judges 
will be looking for a design with 
impact, which could provide the basis 
for a striking flower display. It says 
the competition aims to allow an 
opportunity for students to express  
their creativity, as well as to be 
educational, allowing the children to 
gain hands-on gardening experience. 

The four winners join a volunteer 
day to plant the signature flowerbeds, 
working alongside experienced 
gardeners, during the summer ahead 
of judging day. For more on running a 
competition with schools, see rhs.org.
uk/communitygardening/resources

CAROLE TAYLOR

CAROLE TAYLOR
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Working with  
adult education
Connecting with adult education centres could be a way to broaden  
your volunteer base, while inspiring young people to get growing.

Some Bloom groups and RHS Community 
Outreach projects have had good success at 
working with universities and colleges, here 
are a few examples and tips on forming 
your own partnerships.

Durham in Bloom and Durham 
University
Durham in Bloom’s partnership with the 
town’s university has evolved over the past 
three decades. Andrew Jackson, Durham  
in Bloom co-ordinator, said the group’s 
original interest was with the university’s 
vast green spaces and woodland, “but we 
also wanted to reach the student network 
and get them participating in the 
community – there are 20,000 students, so 
we wanted to tap into that,” he explained. 

The university’s Student Group 
Volunteers assist with projects throughout 
the city, such as working on an It’s Your 
Neighbourhood project to improve a 
historic churchyard and make it more 
accessible. Students also take part in a 
‘June Project’ each year, organised by 
King’s Church Durham, where they might 
spend a week on Bloom projects, such as  
to remove invasive weeds from the banks of 

the town’s River Wear. 
Durham’s Earth Sciences Masters’ 

students have developed a carboniferous 
‘fossil trail’ within the university’s public 
Botanic Garden to honour Durham’s mining 
heritage. The garden is supported by the 
Friends of the Botanic Garden, an RHS 
Affiliated Society of around 500 members 
and 40 regular volunteers, which has weekly 
work sessions in the garden.

The university estate team, which also 
leads its own entry in Northumbria in 
Bloom, has supported Bloom workshops for 
the public on topics such as ‘how to make a 
hanging basket’, or ‘sustainable planting’, 
and has contributed experts to the local 
‘Gardener’s Question Time’. 

Loughborough in Bloom 
Loughborough University has been a key 
stakeholder in the town’s Bloom campaign 
since it was launched in 2009. Each 
meeting includes a look at the Bloom 
calendar and upcoming events by groups 
and the university grounds team, 
encouraging collaboration. The Bloom 
group also promotes opportunities through 
the student union (members of which 

attend certain meetings), offering volunteer 
opportunities for its many It’s Your 
Neighbourhood and ‘friends of’ groups. 

Group co-ordinator, Adam Goodall says 
the university also serves as an exemplar of 
green space management, with its expert 
sustainability team sharing experiences  
and knowledge through the Bloom board. 

One particularly successful project is 
‘Fruit Routes’, a public edible foraging 
network on the campus (pictured left). 
Created by artist Anne Marie, the project 
has a focus on community engagement 
and building a sustainable local food 
network. Events and workshops are hosted 
within the orchards, such as bird and bat 
walks, talks, poetry, performance and 
tree sketching. Flyers on the project went 
to local houses, while a partnership with 
Loughborough Transition and the on-
campus It’s Your Neighbourhood group, 
encourage a diverse volunteer network. 
‘People have different perspectives on food 
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Top tips on 
developing your 
partnership
✿ Reach out to student groups, such 
as garden societies and volunteer 
networks via student unions (search 
for NUS members, which include 
universities, colleges and sixth forms). 
✿ Offer specific and time-limited 
opportunities for young people to  
join in, and flexible times, such as 
evenings or weekends. 
✿ Consider activities for early and 
late in the year when students are 
new/less busy, e.g. seed sowing, 
planting trees, sharing ideas, though 
some students may like a break from 
exams, for example, so be flexible. 
✿ Offer practical activities with a 
‘quick-win’, allowing a sense of 
achievement and reward, e.g. 
removing invasive species along a 
river stretch, creating a new garden.  
✿ Make activities social – this is likely 
to be an important motive, 
particularly for new or international 
students interested in volunteering.  
✿ Emphasise the impact a project 
could have. Odette Wills, project 
manager for the NUS’ food growing 
network, Student Eats, says students 
are motivated to make a difference, 
and are driven by a concern for the 
environment, being active and 
getting outdoors.  
✿ Use opportunities to cross promote. 
Durham University share ‘Bloom’ 
activities via their own and the 
Botanic Garden websites and 
regularly share Facebook posts.  
✿ Tie-in activities with course 
modules if possible. RHS Outreach 
Advisor, Alison Findlay, worked with 
West Sussex Catering College 
students to develop a new herb bed 
for use in their cooking, supported  
by Bury St Edmunds in Bloom.

growing as they are from different cultures 
and they all bring an interesting mix of 
knowledge and learning,’ says Anne Marie. 

The project has also connected with 
coursework, with some students designing 
an apple store for excess produce, and 
another, an app to help students learn 
about the trees, both yet to be developed. 

Surrey University 
RHS Community Outreach Advisor, Lettie 
Irving, has been working with the Surrey 
University Garden Society and Zen Society 
students to design and create a pollinator-
friendly wellbeing garden on campus, as 
part of RHS Greening Great Britain.

The Surrey Enactus group – part of 
a global student network which uses 
student-led activities to drive change in 
communities – has also joined in, working 
to connect the project with residents of 
the nearby Park Barn Community Centre. 
The students are working with the mostly 

elderly day visitors to the centre to  
revamp the site’s neglected garden. 

The university’s garden society aims 
to bring different cultures and people 
together, and finds a key motivator for 
members is a concern for the environment. 
The group has made ‘green’, ‘experience’ 
and ‘social’ key objectives, moving away 
from a sole focus on gardening. They also 
aim to work to students strengths, with 
an engineering student creating a solar-
powered watering system. 
 
Links and contacts
✿  Contact university and college entrants 

to your local Bloom competition 
✿  Identify your closest Student Eats site, 

nus.org.uk/studenteats 
✿  Locate Enactus university teams,  

enactusuk.org/teams
✿  To find out more about Loughborough’s 

Fruit Routes, visit 
fruitroutesloughborough.wordpress.com

RHS / LUKE MACGREGOR

Far left
Fruit Routes,  
Loughborough University. 

Left 
Planting up the new garden with 
Community Outreach Advisor 
Lettie Irving, Surrey University.



Find out more and register for your free, soup-er event pack online

schoolgardening.rhs.org.uk/bigsoupshare

Harvest your home  
grown veg…
... and enjoy it with your community  
in the RHS Big Soup Share!

7–13th October 2019




