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this work would not have been possible without the
significant input of the Sustainable Harborough Project
team, with the support of the Partnership Board, and
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to complete online surveys and to participate in focus
groups. I hope that all parties find their views have been
fairly and accurately reflected in the following pages.
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In addition to the analyses, Project team members
generated case studies from their own domains of
expertise. These offer the report’s audience more
detailed insight into the endeavour of facilitating
sustainable behaviour at community scale. These
are studies of food-related and energy-related case
activities. Although these activities are common points
of interest for many community projects, the case
studies make clear that their implementation requires
project actors and stakeholders to have a range of skills
and knowledge.

For information and matters pertaining to the
Sustainable Harborough Project, please contact:
info@ruralcc.org.uk
Further details about the research and for matters
regarding the present report, please contact:
andrew.mitchell@adaptmanagement.net

Image, left:
Family tree of Sustainable Harborough initiatives
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Introduction:
The Sustainable Harborough Project (SHP) is one of
twelve Communities Living Sustainably (CLS) initiatives,
made possible by a BIG Lottery grant-fund. The
Sustainable Harborough Project is funded from January
2013 to December 2017 and located in the southern
Leicestershire town of Market Harborough, within the
Harborough District.
As the responsible senior partner, the Rural Communities
Council – Leicestershire and Rutland (RCC) employs four
full time staff members who are assigned to the project.
The RCC report to the BIG Lottery and the project
work is steered by a non-legally binding partnership of
organisations, including Leicestershire County Council,
Harborough District Council, De Montfort University
(DMU), the RCC (as senior and responsible partner),
edibLE16, and the local chapter of the Transition Town
network
The objective of the CLS fund was to test and learn
about how to help communities engage with living
sustainably, to mitigate and to adapt to climate
change, and to reduce the incidence of fuel poverty.
The emphasis of the CLS fund was on experimenting
to learn what works and what doesn’t when it comes
to facilitating community-scale changes in sustainable
living. Learning is core to the DNA of the CLS fund and
the twelve funded projects.
De Montfort University was integrally involved with
the development and support of the Project’s learning
capacity, through regular facilitated participatory action
research meetings and on-going consultation as well as
access to domain experts, made possible by the Project’s
sponsorship of a PhD research candidate located at
DMU’s School of Energy and Sustainable Development.

Image: Sustainable Harborough project focus
Sustainable Harborough initiatives grouped by focus; energy & water, food, and wildlife

Background:
This report was commissioned to capture lessons learned
following four and a half years of the Sustainable
Harborough Project, located in Market Harborough,
Leicestershire, England. The Sustainable Harborough
Project was one of twelve BIG Lottery grant-funded
community-based sustainability projects between 2012
to 2017 under the Communities Living Sustainably (CLS)
programme.

This objective is to be realised through:

The CLS programme expressed the ideal of making living
sustainably easy for people to do, and the programme’s
emphasis has been explicitly on deriving lessons from
that attempt. The emphasis on learning is such that
the CLS has expected the funded projects to adopt a
strategic attitude to testing activities and interventions,
and trying to learn from these. Funded projects were
given the okay and support to experiment in order to see
what worked, and to try to learn from that.

• highlighting specific relationships which made a
difference to successful and unsuccessful elements of
the project

In light of this attitude of experimentation and
learning, the present report concerns a summing up
of information relative to learning to make sense of
what has been learnt during the course of a ‘test-andlearn’ project. The lessons learned evaluation (LLE) was
commissioned as one half of the final evaluation of the
Project. The second half is an independent evaluation
of the Project’s performance against outcomes and its
wider impacts in the community.

• demonstrating any value from taking a ‘test and learn’
approach to project development;
• highlighting key points of learning from the overall
project, but also from individual areas of work to
be packaged up into case studies covering both
successful and unsuccessful and governance and
decision-making aspects; and

The present document is a summary of the full research
report tendered with respect to this remit. In that report
are details of the data collection and analysis methods,
together with findings and technical appendices. The
present document constrains itself only to a focus on
the findings, and the implications of these, with minimal
reference to the research and evaluative processes that
underpin these results.

While this report may be used as part of the materials
reviewed by the final evaluation, the scope of the
present work is constrained to what was learned
about doing the Project in the way it was done, to a
consideration of key relationships that contributed to
success and failure, and highlighting implications for
other future projects.
The remit for the lessons learned evaluation (LLE) was
to identify what had been learned from implementing
the Sustainable Harborough Project. In particular, the
objective has been to demonstrate the potential for
communities to effect change themselves and to identify
some effective approaches and drivers to assist with
locally led approaches.
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Project Profile:
OVERVIEW:

TEAM PERSPECTIVE:

• This section discusses the overall profile of the
Sustainable Harborough Project’s work.

During the initial scoping meeting for this evaluation
with the Sustainable Harborough Project team in May
2017, the team were asked to generate a long list of all
the activities the Project had instigated. This generated
a list of 165 unique activities which were ordered into
themes, such as energy-related, food-related, etc. A
number of activities were grouped under multiple
themes. For example, of the 65 activities identified as
pertaining to energy-related work, 54 (83.01%) of these
also were classified under the capacity-building theme.

• The nature of the Project’s work is considered in terms
of the activities the Project team and stakeholders
participated in. These concern the actual work done
and include all of those behaviours, actions, processe,
and engagement undertaken to produce something,
to yield an output be this a group to grow food crops,
the formation of a governance body to oversee and be
accountable for community owned energy generation
contracts, or holding a public-facing event in the town
centre.
• Project activities are the quanta of such behaviours
that realise and contribute to giving rise to a process,
practice, or opportunity which helps the Project
address its funded objectives.

The results of this activity analysis are shown in Figure
1.1.below, which groups the activities by theme and
relative proportion of all Project activities. It is clear
that proportionately, more activities undertaken by the
Project concerned advancing the energy-related theme.

• These are considered first from the perspective of the
Project team, providing a profile of the team’s work
and its delivery status.

Once sorted in this way, activities were classified
according to the degree of success associated with the
relevant outcomes in terms of the activities’ objectives
(i.e., successful, unsuccessful, or indeterminate because
they had yet to complete). Finally, activities were also
classified in terms of whether the active was pending,
active, complete, or dropped. Therefore, if an activity
was assessed as being of indeterminate success, that
activity would also be classified as ‘active’ or ‘pending’.

• Second, the perspective of stakeholders on the impact
and delivery of the Project’s activities is obtained
through an online survey.

Table 1.1. adjacent, summarises these classifications and
is illustrated graphically in Figure 1.1.

• These activities are clustered into themes of energyrelated, food-related, biodiversity-related, and
capacity-building related The profile of these themes
are evaluated in terms of delivery status and relative
success.

Figure 1.1.
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Table 1.1.

Activity analysis summary - Relative successes across activity themes
Energy-Related

Food-Related

Biodiversity

65

48

18

Capacity (%)

54 (83.01%)

37 (77.01%)

11 (61.11%)

34 (25.19%)

Successful

36 (55.38%)

36 (75.00%)

14 (77.78%)

31 (91.18%)

Unsuccessful

15 (23.08%)

7 (14.58%)

2 (11.11%)

2 (5.88%)

Undetermined

14 (21.54%)

5 (10.42%)

2 (11.11%)

1 (2.94%)

Active

22 (33.85%)

22 (45.83%)

9 (50.00%)

11 (32.35%)

Dropped

13 (20.00%)

4 (8.33%)

1 (5.56%)

1 (2.94%)

5 (7.69%)

3 (6.25%)

1 (5.56%)

0

21 (32.30%)

19 (39.58%)

7 (38.89%)

22 (64.71%)

n

Pending
Completed

Capacity

Figure 1.2.

Figure 1.3.

Relative successes across activity themes

Delivery status across activity themes
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It is evident that capacity-building activities were
considered the most successful of the four activities,
with biodiversity and food-related activities coming
in second and third place respectively. Energy-related
activities are considered the least successful activities,
although are also those which are most likely to be
classified as undetermined, as illustrated in Figure 1.2.
above. Figure 1.3 shows the same four activity themes
but this time in terms of their delivery status.

food

active

biodiversity

pending

dropped

completed

capacity

The activities which have been delivered completely tend
to be those related to capacity-building, while energyrelated activities show a relatively low completion rate
and a correspondingly high rate of being dropped or
pending completion. When the activity themes are
compared with respect to their active status, more
biodiversity and food-related project activities are
classed as active (or current), followed by energy and
capacity-related activities respectively.
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In considering the Project activities overall, the majority
(39.39%) of the Project’s work has been in the energyrelated domain which has also been, overall, the least
successful of the four domains and reflects the majority
of those activities that were dropped because they
were seen to be unviable, as well as the domain least
completed.
The food-related activities were the Project’s second
most prolific set of activities (29.09%) and were
seemingly more successful than the energy-related
activities, being considered to more successful, having
a higher rate of completion with fewer food-related
activities deemed unviable.
The third most prolific activity was related to capacity
building (20.61%), which was also widely regarded as
having been the most successful, and of all the activities
was most likely to have been completed. This theme
included a range of specific activities, from the purchase
of kit, such as gazebos to loan out to other organisations,
through to staff training and the recruitment of
volunteers. Moreover, many of the energy, food and
biodiversity-related activities were also recognised to
have a significant capacity-building component to them.
For example, as summarised in Table 1.1. energy-related
activities included a significant amount (83.01%) of
capacity-building, 77.01% of food-related activities also
included a capacity-building element, and 61.11% of
biodiversity-related activities involved capacity-building.

Activities related to biodiversity not only include work
on the ‘buzzing borders’ indicator, but also community
gardening work, such as that at Waterloo Cottage Farm
and Lenthall House. While comparatively few in number
(10.91% of all activities), most are still active and have
been deemed a success by the team. Of those that were
dropped, this was predominantly about the consultation
process for the Incredible Edible scheme which was
dropped as a result of extended delays by Harborough
District Council in reaching a decision.

STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVE:
The perspective taken by the Project team concerning
the relative successes of the activities is supported
by that of the majority of stakeholders. Like the
Project team, stakeholders overwhelmingly identified
food-related activities to the most successful, while
energy-related work was frequently seen as the most
challenging. This was commonly attributed to the
volatile policy environment and the lacklustre support
for renewables by the UK government, as well as
changes in tariff rates. In addition, several seemingly
viable prospects for roof rental arrangements as sites
for solar PV installations could not be realised, and any
contribution of the policy and economic contexts to
these failures cannot be known directly.

Table 1.2.

In their response to online survey questions asking for
stakeholders to rank Project activities according to
their perceived degree of success, a trend emerges
that identifies growing and food-related and capacitybuilding activities to be the most successful. Table 1.2.
summarises the stakeholders’ perspectives on activity
successes by rank order.
From Table 1.2., it is apparent that overall, respondents
considered Waterloo Community Garden to be the
most successful of all of the activities, followed by a
tie between the Local Food and Drink Map and the
Project’s Newsletters and Communications activities.
On the other hand, respondents generally saw edibLE16
as requiring the most improvement. That edibLE16 has
been ranked as the highest across a range of orderings
suggests that the impression it generates is contentious.
This was explored further in focus group interviews.

Stakeholder ranking of relative success of activities
Very
Successful

Quite
Successful

Required
Some Improvement

Required Significant
Improvement

1

Waterloo
Community Garden

edibLE16
Networking
opportunities

edibLE16

edibLE16

2

Local Food & Drink Map

Local food branding
(Taste Harborough)

Public home energy
efficiency workshops

The “I Love Market
Harborough” festival

Bulk buying energy &
water basket scheme

Rank

Newsletters &
communications
3

The “I Love Market
Harborough” festival
Networking
opportunities

4

Opportunities for
volunteers

Raising public awareness
about local food
and drink in Market
Harborough
Newsletters &
communications

5

Raising public awareness
about local food & drink
in Market Harborough

Opportunities for
volunteers
Green Open Homes

Arts Fresco food area
Local Food & Drink Map
Food Forum
Steering Group
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Another approach to analysing the rating of Project
activities by respondents is to cluster the specific activities
under the broad themes of Food, Energy, and Growing/
Biodiversity. When grouped in this way, the above activities
yield the following profile from the perspective of
stakeholders responding to the online survey:
Table 1.3.

Summary of activity cluster ratings
Activity

Very Successful

Quite
Successful

Required Some
Improvement

Required
Significant
Improvement

Energy-related (i.e., business, domestic,
awareness raising, community-owned)

12.16%

18.54%

4.56%

0.30%

Food-related (i.e., awareness raising,
growing, governance, branding)

26.75%

27.36%

3.65%

1.22%

Biodiversity (i.e., ‘Buzzing borders’)

10.64%

23.40%

4.26%

0

Network-related (i.e., events,
communications, volunteering)

37.77%

30.32%

1.61%

0

Table 1.3. suggests that, overall, the network-related
activities were rated as “Very successful” and as
“Quite successful” more frequently than any other
activity. The food-related activities were rated as “Very
successful” and “Quite successful” the second most
frequently. Energy-related activities were rated as
“Very successful” more times than biodiversity-related
activities, but biodiversity-related activities were more
frequently rated as “Quite successful” than energyrelated activities. Both energy and biodiversity related
activities were more frequently rated as requiring “some
improvement”.
Finally, of the different ratings available to respondents,
“Very successful” was selected 22.73% of the time, “Quite
successful” 25.76%, “Required some improvement” 3.58%
and “Required significant improvement” selected 0.56%
of the time. The “No opinion/ Don’t know” option was
selected 46.81% of the time.
In addition to these questions concerning the relative
success of specific activities, a further set of nine
questions asked respondents to rate the degree of impact
a given activity was thought to have had on a baseline
condition, and further asked respondents to elaborate on
their selection using an open text response field.

From Table 1.4., it is evident that overall respondents
rated activities to have had at least “some” impact
(26.95%), with many rating the project activities to
have exerted “noticeable” impacts (17.97%). It is also
apparent that respondents rated the food-related
activities – supporting local food producers and
supporting local food retailers – as having had the most
impact overall. Those activities considered to have had
negligible impacts appear to concern energy-related
interventions, specifically domestic energy efficiency,
reducing greenhouse gases, and addressing fuel poverty.

Table 1.4.

Summarises how stakeholders rated the impacts on these parameters.
Significant

Noticeable

Some

Negligible

None

Cannot say

Improving domestic
energy efficiency

1

0

20

5

1

20

Improving SME
business energy
efficiency

0

6

13

1

0

27

Reducing Greenhouse
gases

1

2

16

5

2

21

Supporting local food
producers

17

19

1

0

0

10

Supporting local food
retailers

11

18

5

1

0

12

Addressing fuel
poverty

0

1

7

5

4

30

Improving
biodiversity

1

4

17

4

0

21

Encouraging growing
own food

5

13

17

1

0

11

Contribution to
overall sustainability

4

13

18

1

0

11

9.46

17.97

26.95

5.44

1.65

38.53

Totals (%)
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TEXT ANALYSIS OF SURVEY RESPONSES:
Two further analyses were undertaken of the open text
responses from stakeholders participating in the survey.
The first is to mine the open text responses to identify
frequently used terms. Frequently used terms suggest
significance for respondents, and therefore provides
an added insight into how survey respondents engage
in answering the questions. The second is subject to
the open text survey responses to a sentiment analysis
which again using relative frequency of word use, yields
insight into the attitudes or affective opinions of the
stakeholders’ responses to the questions about the
Project’s work.
The relative frequency of words used by stakeholders
in responding to the survey are shown as a ‘word cloud’
diagram in Figure 1.4.

Figure 1.4.

Survey responses overall – word frequency

When all of the open text responses are combined and
mined for relative frequency of words, what emerges
as the most frequently used terms are “local”, “food”
and “support”. Together these three terms effectively
sum up the contribution of the Project in the views of
respondents, and substantiates the impact ratings given
in Table 1.4.
The contribution of the Project to the energy (“energi”)
agenda may be less pronounced in comparison to the
food agenda, but is cited as frequently, as are “impact”,
“improv” (improve, improvements) “communiti”
(community), and “garden”. Together, these words seem
to provide a synopsis of those areas within which the
Project made a contribution to Market Harborough.

To obtain insight into the mood of the responses, a
second type of analysis was undertaken and summarised
in a sentiment analytic graph. Figure 1.5. illustrates the
general opinion or attitude of the respondents by means
of the words they chose to respond to the open text
questions.

Figure 1.5.

Survey responses overall – word frequency
count

150

The sentiment analysis illustrates the respondents’
emotional responses to the survey on the basis of
the words used and the strength of the correlation of
these words to the NRC Emotional Lexicon. It therefore
suggests the overall mood, or emotional tone of
respondents to the survey questions expressed through
their responses.
The far right column of Figure 1.5. refers to the ‘Trust’
parameter, and may be read as indicative of the amount
of good will and social capital (Putnam, 2000) invested in
the tone of the responses to the survey. The high value
of trust may be interpreted as being a positive opinion
among the respondents. This is further supported by the
elevated parameters of “Joy” and “Anticipation” which
are again both positively charged feeling states, and
therefore suggest that respondents respond positively
overall to the Project.

100

50

0

anger

anticipation

disgust

fear

joy

sadness

surprise

trust

sentiment

There is some evidence of elevation in more negatively
charged emotional dimensions, such as “Fear” and
“Surprise” (i.e. uncertainty), but these are comparatively
low and attenuated, and overshadowed by the more
significant positive emotions.
When all of the open text responses are combined, the
overall mood or sentiment of the respondents with
respect to their expressed perceptions of the Project are
very positive – and the analysis graph’s high elevations
of trust especially, suggesting a solid reserve of social
capital garnered by the Project.
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SYNOPSIS:
The foregoing paragraphs have discussed the profile
of the Sustainable Harborough Project’s activities from
the perspective of the Project team and from the 47
stakeholders who responded via an online survey.
It is apparent that for the responding stakeholders, the
performance of the Project as perceived in terms of
its relative successes and impacts on key dimensions
has been positive. This evaluation is consistent with
the sentiment analysis which also evidences a positive
emotional tone overall by survey respondents. From the
perspective of the majority of respondents the Project
does seem to have made some difference to the initial
conditions that were thought to have existed prior to the
start of the Project in early 2013.
The distribution of this impact is less evenly distributed
across the range of Project activities. The Project was
overwhelmingly regarded as having had a positive or
beneficial impact in terms of its support and promotion
of the local food and drink agenda, specifically with
respect to its support for local food producers and to a
slightly lesser extent, food retailers.
Where the Project’s influence was thought to diminish
concerned its performance against the energy-related
agenda. This perception appears to hold across the
different energy-related activities, but is particularly
acute with respect to efforts to address fuel poverty
(also termed affordable warmth) and to contribute to
domestic or household energy efficiency.
These findings should be contextualised relative to two
constraining influences. The first concerns changes to
legislation which contributed to a general uncertainty
and a predictability about relying on governmental
supports. The second, and probably more influential in
terms of stymieing the affordable warmth agenda in
particular, was the significant managerial restructuring
of the primary social housing provider, Seven Locks
Housing Association. This restructuring process led to
a rapid and marked withdrawal of support from both
the Project’s governance in terms of contributions to
the Project’s Partnership Board, as well as a termination
of original plans to first, roll out the lessons and
gains obtained through the eco-home retrofits and

refurbishments, and second, to act as a conduit through
which the Project could meaningfully engage with those
residents most likely to benefit from affordable warmthoriented interventions. Had the housing association not
withdrawn their initial commitment made under the
previous managerial structure, the perception of the
Project’s impacts in this domain may have been quite
different.
The Project was perceived to have made significant
in-roads with the community edible agriculture or
community gardening agenda. Here, with the advent of
the Waterloo Community Garden, and the subsequent
beginnings of the Lenthall House Care Home community
garden, the respondents acknowledged the contribution
that the Project had made. This contribution included
the sharing of skills, the support offered for resources
and coordination, the work of the Planning Group, and
the weaving together of a network of volunteers.

Focus Group Findings:
OVERVIEW:
• This section discusses the findings from four focus
groups in which a total of thirty stakeholders
participated and responded to six prompts.
• The findings are summarised using text mining
and sentiment analysis, which illustrate the most
frequently used words and the context within
which these occurred, along with the opinion or
affective tone of the stakeholders’ responses to
the prompts.
• The transcripts of the focus groups were
thematically analysed for key narratives in
stakeholder responses across the focus groups.

FREQUENTLY USED WORDS & SENTIMENT:
The responses from each of the four focus groups
were transcribed from the audio recording and then
analysed statistically for word use frequency and the
strength of correlation among different frequently used
words. This is significant with respect to the assumption
that respondents will use words that reflect what is
important to them in the course of conversation. The
greater the use of a given word, the more important
whatever that word signifies is thought to be.
Consequently, it is a statistically robust approach to draw
out the more significant focal points in a conversation.
The word cloud (Figure 2.1.) yields the most frequently
used terms across all of the focus group responses.
Again the ‘food’ activity is referenced the most
frequently, within the next most frequently occurring
word context of ‘local’ and ‘involv’ (the stemmed term
for words such as involve, involved, and involvement,
etc.), and ‘busi’ (business and so on).
In the context of the word ‘food’, the most frequently
associated terms food occurs with are ‘local’ (a
correlation of 0.71) and ‘map’ (a correlation of 0.56). This
isn’t really surprising since most of the time, participants,
when speaking of food, would specifically state ‘local
food’, and also the discussion of food commonly also
included references to the food and drink map.

Figure 2.1.

Focus group – All responses
If food was the most frequently discussed activity,
edibLE16 and the relationship with producers were the
third most frequently discussed aspects of the Project’s
work, with ‘energi’ (as pertaining to energy and its
variants) among the fourth most frequently discussed
aspects, along with ‘support’, ‘work’, ‘good’, ‘time’ and
‘together’. The reference to ‘time’ may also reflect
the earlier note that each focus group began with the
observation about how much time such work took to get
together.
It may be of significance, but comparatively few
references are made overall to partner institutions. The
parent organisation, the RCC, is seldom mentioned,
nor is the Chamber of Commerce, nor do Seven Locks
Housing Association or even the District Council get
referred to particularly often when seen in the context
of all conversations across all groups. This may reflect
how these institutional actors have been seen as playing
small or low profile roles in the work of the Project and
its different activities, at least from the perspective of
those focus group participants.
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EMERGENT NARRATIVES:
When the sentiment analysis, or opinions, of the
participants’ responses are taken overall, the mood
appears to be positively toned. Levels of trust are high,
suggesting a high investment in social capital or goodwill
among participants. Anticipation is also high, indicating a
sense of optimism, and joy is also elevated, which may be
interpreted as suggesting overall satisfaction among the
stakeholders.

Six themes were isolated and named as follows: Milieu,
Engagement, Networking, Governance, Outcomes and
Learning. Each was in turn comprised of a series of subthemes.

Figure 2.1.

Thematic analysis summary with key quotes
count

Each theme is a narrative about the practical experiences
of delivering a funded project within a given sociopolitical context. For example, the theme of ‘Milieu’
identifies the influences of how the project is supported
by local leaders, the time lag in getting things going, the
challenges of changing habits, and how macro-economic
and policy volatility has local micro-impacts. The theme
of ‘Engagement’ concerns the reach of the Project’s work
and communications strategy, the receptivity to the
Project by local people, and how well the Project’s own
objectives feed into local priorities. The narrative accounts
that concern the Project’s ‘Networking’ activities position
the Project as a catalyst of new opportunities, converging
groups around points of common interest and enabling
participants to realise their ambitions.

400
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0

Thematic analysis is an iterative process of reviewing
textual data and identifying recurring patterns – themes
– which occur at different points across the data set.
The emergence of these patterns in the form of words,
associations, and meanings are considered for their
contribution to telling the story of how participant
stakeholders engage with, and make meaning about the
project and its different activities.
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These results are consistent with those found in the
sentiment analysis of the online survey open text
responses. Taken cumulatively, these indicate a general
demeanour towards (or opinion of) the Project in a
favourable light.

Some of the focus group discussions concerned
‘Governance’, particularly the processes of decisionmaking, how opportunities were negotiated, and
the Project’s strategising to achieve its objectives.
Discussions around how the Project did that are
clustered within the theme of ‘Outcomes’, and
concerned impacts, what worked well, and what required
improvement. Finally, the thematic of ‘Learning’ details
the narratives that reflect on what might be done
differently in any future iterations of the Project and
also what was learned overall from the experience of
being involved with doing the Project.
These are summarised in Table 2.2. by Theme,
Sub-Theme and a quote from the transcripts which
illustrates the theme.

Table 2.1.

Thematic analysis summary with key quotes
Theme

Sub-Theme

Illustrative Quote

Milieu

Poor support from political
& community leaders

"One of the lessons of Sustainable Harborough is that you won’t get the level of
engagement and success with the community unless you’ve got the drive from the
top with community leaders – such as Harborough District Council, the Leader of
the council, MPs, commercial entities"

Time-lag in starting new
initiatives

"as part of those enterprises, just didn’t realise how long it takes to get businesses
established – we were thinking quite early on maybe twelve months before we’d
be financing ourselves. It does take longer than you think"

Inertia in changing habits

“edibLE16 has been very good for one or two producers who have increased their
turn-over quite substantially, but I don’t think it’s got the traction in the community
that it should have had"

Volatility of regulatory &
economic contexts

"how difficult it is to sustain things in the face of changing politics, and policy and
money around that"

Reach of Project to Market
Harborough communities

"The Project didn’t engage the economically disadvantaged in the community,
because there’s a lot of expertise around, and we didn’t somehow manage to
marshal that to help people who really need the help"

Receptivity to the Project

“A lot of the people involved in Sustainable Harborough are likely to be people who
already think that way and are already sustainability-minded"

Synchronicity between
offer & local zeitgeist

The Project "gave local producers [...] a different kind of community – it wasn’t a
for-profit cut-throat community, but we’re all in this together"

Communications strategy
employed

"It’s a question of who the Project is targeting in the first place, and not everybody
is going to be interested in being involved”

Project as catalyst

"it takes somebody to make the decisions, to start the ball rolling, and all of the
conversations we may have had in the pub about [doing something] together, until
someone actually says <I shall look into it for you>, it doesn’t happen"

Converging groups around
common activities

"a framework, a kind of lattice, to connect or bridge lots of things"

Enabling stakeholders

"Having a focal group to pull all of those people together, so you do feel there’s
some support for other little bits and pieces that are happening in the town, and
you’re not by yourself trying to do everything by yourself"

Decision-making

“By letting people know that together we have brought about this project and
that, and these collaborations, and being upfront about successes and failures, and
things that hadn’t worked out, which is also a learning exercise for people”

Steering & strategy

"just don’t know what level of success Sustainable Harborough have. I don’t know
how it’s measured, I don’t know what their targets are, so it’s difficult for someone
else looking in to know how successful all of these things are"

Negotiation of opportunity

"[Sustainable Harborough] has done a good job of finding out where something
might be successful and trying to run with it and see how far it can be taken, and
have sometimes had to drop activities if they’re not working"

What worked well

"The food is a big success – we’ve got the Food Map that’ll link in with tourism,
we’ve got local restaurants and we’ve got local food and we know that’s being
promoted"

Areas for improvement

"We just didn’t take edibLE16 to where it should have been. We were all enthused
and had lots of meetings, but then it just tapered off"

Impacts

"would not have been a community energy organisation here. I cannot conceive of
how that might have come about"

What would be done
differently

"if we were to do something like [edibLE16] again, it needs to get more producers
involved and get them to commit to it or even to split it, so that you have the
marketing bit over here and the main body, the bulk of it, is the producers"

What was learned

"one of the lessons is that one has to accept that the model you have in the
beginning is not the model you end up with, and the lesson is remembering what
the reason for doing it was about”

Engagement

Networking

Governance

Outcomes

Learning
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Case Studies:
OVERVIEW:
This section discusses the Project in detail through
the lens of five case studies: Business energy
efficiency, Community owned energy, Local food
growing, Working with landowners for community
gardening, and the Local food and drink economy.
The content of these case studies was developed in
consultation with the relevant Project team member
who is a domain expert for the specific activity.

Business Energy Efficiency:
1. Realising an engagement strategy for
business energy
Following the decision to focus Sustainable Harborough
activities and concentrate on food and energy a Business
Energy Efficiency Steering Group was convened and key
local business people were invited to offer strategic
direction.
The Business Energy Efficiency Steering Group convened
on a monthly basis initially with representation from
Andrew Granger, Ideal Marketing, Ivy Leaf, Abtec
etc. The steering group undertook a survey of local
businesses to understand their key business drivers and
appetite to undertake energy efficiency improvements.
The survey aimed to:
• Identify business owners’ attitudes to energy use,
carbon and waste management issues
• Identify how important energy use is within their
business
• Find out if there is a person in the organisation that is
tasked with managing energy and waste management
• Find out where they are aligned to, finance or
marketing for example
• Identify if any energy reduction interventions have
already taken place, if so what they were and how the
business owner feels about them
• Finally, to get contact details of those who would be
interested in learning more about sustainable energy
and waste management
The results of an initial telephone pilot suggested that
there was little point in extending the survey further
as response was poor. However, there was some
interest, both from the pilot and the steering group, in

establishing a regular networking opportunity for local
businesses resulting in the establishment of the Energy
Club.
For the Energy Club, Sustainable Harborough
approached a national network and although the
town’s business profile was not a good match for its
usual activities, normally being large retail and industry
focused, the MD, Haydn Young agreed to allow the
network to be used as he was at that time resident
in Market Harborough. The Energy Club is a self help
network of practitioners accountable for sustainability
and energy reduction in their workplaces. The combined
network has an estimated utility spend of £600m per
annum. The network is supported by the energy training
and consulting business GAIA. The Clubs’ aims are to
share experiences, gain knowledge, debate legislation
and support one another in achieving energy reduction
and sustainability goals.

2. Scope of the engagement activities
Sustainable Harborough commissioned a number of
engagement activities including the pilot survey (see
above) to examine local attitudes to energy efficiency.
Case studies for several local businesses were developed
including:
• Archway House, a local health clinic
(see summary in the Appendix A)
• Andrew Granger, estate agent
• Duncan Murray Wines
(see summary in the Appendix B)
All received site surveys to understand their energy use
and where savings might be made.
The Energy Club was established with a sole focus on
energy efficiency and energy legislation. Ultimately,
although reasonably well attended it only seemed to
attract local businesses actually engaged in energy/
energy efficiency activities. The primary focus of
attendees was in fact networking opportunities to further
their own business activities which was specifically
prohibited under the rules of The Energy Club.

The Energy Club was rebranded as The Efficiency
Network (TEN). Due to the fact that the Energy Club
was established specifically to address energy needs
of large businesses it was agreed that a more generic
efficiency message might be more appropriate for the
predominantly SME sector of the town. This proved to
be an immense improvement and attracted a far broader
cross-section of the business community.
Recently, Sustainable Harborough has been signposting
local businesses to grants for improvements and this has
resulted in a number of local businesses benefiting from
new windows, lighting and heating improvements.

3. Potential ways forward for local business
energy efficiency
The Efficiency Network (TEN) is proving a popular
networking event and it had been hoped that a legacy
organisation, Chamber of Commerce for example, could
take it over. However, this is still to be explored with
RCC considering the option to continue to hold the
meetings. In order to do this, sponsorship would be
required to cover administration and event costs. TEN is
an excellent marketing vehicle and had the development
of a products and services offer been more successful,
would have proved a cost-effective route to market.
In terms of developing a service and products offer
for business efficiency significantly greater resource
would have been necessary to establish the commercial
contracts required to secure cost reductions or
commissions on products sold.

4. Key lessons learned
The town’s business community is predominantly SME
and SMEs are notoriously difficult to engage with.
Indeed, The Carbon Trust and The Energy Saving Trust
have failed to make any significant impact in this market.
Commercial operations require a greater degree of due
diligence than community activities and therefore have
greater potential for reputational damage
Although the idea of economies of scale for local
businesses appears an attractive one, in reality there is
insufficient margin unless the purchase of goods is direct
with manufacturers rather than agents. This means that
stock holding becomes an issue or sophisticated ‘Just in
Time’ purchasing protocols need to be established.
Without dedicated marketing resource for ongoing
promotion, it is not clear that uptake would be sufficient
to interest suppliers in offering discounts.
SMEs are focused on their core business drivers and
have neither the time nor inclination at present to
explore energy efficiency opportunities. However, the
energy system is changing with far greater emphasis
on distributed and localised resources. Consumers
will be interacting differently with the system and in
business there will be opportunities for them to benefit
from time of use tariffs. IT-enabled business models
are cheaper than traditional engineering solutions and
with the costs of energy expected to rise significantly
businesses must engage in this agenda.

TEN has the potential to become a conduit for business
efficiency activities in the town. However, it is not clear
where the resource to continue the service would come
from. The recent signposting activity suggests that grant
funders such as Green Belle might be persuaded to
sponsor TEN.
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Community Owned Energy:
1. Alignment with project outcomes
& indicators
Harborough Energy has been made possible through
National Lottery funding via Sustainable Harborough
under its “Communities Living Sustainably” work-stream.

There are lots of good reasons to use renewables:

Harborough Energy is a co-operative set up to provide
affordable, clean energy to the communities in and
around Market Harborough. Harborough Energy was
formed following a consultation to establish community
priorities in December 2014.

• reducing an organisation’s dependence on
non-renewable energy

The Harborough Energy co-operative established lofty
ambitions. Ambitions to 2020 included:
• To install 5MW of community owned renewable energy
• To realise a community benefit fund of £50,000 to
support community action on energy
• 3,000 residents of Harborough to become
shareholders in the community energy programme
Longer term aims were even more ambitious but due to
the unexpected myriad of problems encountered along
the way are now significantly pared back.

2. Decentralised energy generation
The Government forecasts that electricity prices are set
to rise over the next few decades to meet our future
energy needs. Renewable energy technologies provide a
clean, low-cost source of electricity and our community
buildings may be able to enjoy the benefits associated
with investing in these technologies.
Renewable energy is generated from natural resources
such as the sun, wind, and water, using technology which
ensures that the energy stores are naturally replenished.
Instead of buying energy from suppliers, renewables
technology (also called micro generation and low-carbon
technology) can be installed to generate your own.

• reducing energy bills
• making use of secure and local resources

• helping to reduce the production of carbon dioxide
and other greenhouse gases
• creating new jobs in renewable energy industries in
the local area
The most likely technologies for community energy
projects include:
Solar – Solar panel electricity systems, also known as
photovoltaics (PV), capture the sun’s energy using
photovoltaic cells. These cells don’t need direct sunlight
to work – they can still generate some electricity on a
cloudy day. The cells convert the sunlight into electricity,
which can be used to run household appliances and
lighting.
Biomass – Biomass systems burn wood pellets, chips
or logs to provide warmth in a single room or to power
central heating and hot water boilers.
Heat pumps – Ground source heat pumps use pipes
which are buried in the ground to extract heat. This heat
can then be used to heat radiators, underfloor or warm
air heating systems and hot water in your community
buildings. The ground stays at a fairly constant
temperature under the surface, so the heat pump can be
used throughout the year.
Air source heat pumps absorb heat from the outside air.
This heat can then be used to heat radiators, underfloor
heating systems, or warm air convectors and hot water
in the home. An air source heat pump extracts heat from
the outside air in the same way that a fridge extracts heat
from its inside. It can get heat from the air even when the
temperature is as low as -15° C. Heat pumps have some
impact on the environment as they need electricity to run,
but the heat they extract from the ground, air, or water is
constantly being renewed naturally.

3. The energy policy
& regulatory environment
The policy framework from the Coalition Government
which was in power at the inception of Harborough
Energy was broadly supportive of community energy,
indeed encouraging community groups not only to
explore the potential of small-scale projects but even
to engage in dialogue with commercial organisations to
partner on large-scale PV in particular.
In line with this sentiment Harborough Energy began
to explore the option of partnering Northfield Solar
in a 49MW solar farm in Desborough. At considerable
expense, Northfield Solar had secured a connection
offer from Western Power, the Distribution Network
Operator, and was in the process of securing planning
consent when the Government required solar installers
to auction for support under Contracts for Difference.
The resultant indicative strike prices were not sufficient
for the project to continue.
Following the election of David Cameron’s Conservative
Government the policy framework, driven by austerity
measures proved far more challenging. This led to a lack
of stability and intense pressure in terms of timescales
to avoid negative changes in the funding support or tax
benefits.
The National Grid and the Distribution Network
Operators are in a period of immense change. Following
the Climate Change Act 2008, and the associated
commitment by the UK to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions by 80% by 2050, the UK is poised for a
significant transformation in how electricity is both
consumed and generated. Distribution Network
Operators (DNOs) will be required to adapt and invest
more smartly to manage this new energy scenario.
The Feed-in Tariff (FITs) – this is an environmental
programme introduced by the government to promote the
use of small-scale renewable and low-carbon electricity
generation technologies. If a householder, community
or business has an eligible installation, FITs pays them
a tariff for the electricity they generate and a tariff for
the electricity they export back to the grid. Eligible
installations receive quarterly payments for 20 years.

These payments ensure that installations receive a good
return on investment. Government policy in relation to
renewables has been subject to frequent changes.
Although these subsidies make renewable technologies
a financially sound investment decision there may be
occasions where capital funding is not available. An
alternative is to work with a local community energy
organisation, such as Harborough Energy.
Individuals and organisations may buy community shares
in what is known as a community share offer. Once the
target amount has been reached, Harborough Energy
will install the chosen technology at no cost to the host
organisation. Harborough Energy will work together
with them to select the optimum renewable solution
and install it at no cost; with minimal disruption and will
ensure the system is maintained for the duration of the
Government subsidies.
However, sadly the history of the subsidy has been
a chequered one. The Feed In Tariff (FIT) was first
introduced on 1 April 2010 under powers in the Energy
Act 2008. It was originally designed to produce a return
on investment of around 5%. The Treasury agreed a set
of annual FIT budgets covering the years 2010 to 2015.
However, any overspend in one year had to come from
the following year’s allocation. It soon became clear that
return on solar PV investments would be much better
than 5% resulting in the uptake in the first year being
phenomenal.
The budget for the year 2011-12 was set at £80 million
but uptake was actually £89.6 million. Consequently,
the Department of Energy and Climate Change began a
process of reducing the FIT returns in order to bring the
uptake into line with what they had originally planned.
The effect of these changes was to bring down the
cost of PV hardware. This, in turn, enabled returns on
investment for typical PV installations to stay in the 8-9%
range, thus enabling solar PV to remain an attractive
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investment. This led the DECC to having another go
at ‘cooling’ the demand for solar PV. After a public
consultation, and a court challenge over the proposed
timetable, the DECC finally brought in a sliding scale
of returns which is actually linked to the uptake in a
given three-month period. This came into effect on 1
August 2012. The challenge for community energy was
not that the subsidy rate changed but that it changed
with very little notice. The consequence was that
many community projects stalled or became unviable
and many installation companies were forced into
administration or bankruptcy.
The Non-Domestic Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) –
this is a government environmental programme that
provides financial incentives to increase the uptake of
renewable heat by businesses, the public sector and
non-profit organisations. Eligible installations receive
quarterly payments over 20 years based on the amount
of heat generated.

4. Considering the options
Early in the project, Sustainable Harborough secured
funding to undertake a feasibility study into an
anaerobic opportunity for Market Harborough. The
scope of the study was to assess the feasibility of
developing an anaerobic digestion plant at a proposed
scale 5,000-8,000tonnes per annum; generating 150249kW of electricity.
Despite the technology being well suited to the
proposed site and community support for most aspects
of the scheme it was not possible to gain any firm
commitment to the levels of feedstock required to
operate the plant.
Specific problems identified were:
• None of the food waste required for feedstock could
be guaranteed
• The future commercial gate fee for any feed waste
was likely to fall and the plant would need to undercut
these costs
Despite extensive research into local feedstock sources
it was agreed by the Board that the project should not
be considered viable.

The proposal for a tallow-based bio-diesel generation
was for Harborough Energy to establish and finance a
non-fossil fuel generation plant at the NBJ London site
in Husbands Bosworth.
The proposal was for the installation of 2 shipping size
containers to be located on site. One for the engine the
other a fuel store. The engine container would be adapted
to provide suitable acoustic insulation to minimise any
on-site noise. The engine would run on a non-fossil (bio)
fuel derived from waste animal materials, with production
of the bio fuel being primarily undertaken at a processing
plant locally in Theddingworth.
The capital finance for the installation would be secured
by Harborough Energy through a community share
offer. Once operational the project would be eligible
for Renewable Obligation Certificates (ROCs) which will
provide the primary source of finance for the operation
of the project. Further income for Harborough Energy
would be derived from a Power Purchase Agreement
with NBJ London. This agreement would offer NBJ the
opportunity to enjoy reduced electricity costs.
Whilst the financial modelling was good, the viability of
the scheme rested on the potential to receive an adequate
grid connection offer from Western Power Distribution
together with Renewable Obligation Certificates. The
obligation came into effect in 2002 in England and Wales,
and Scotland, followed by Northern Ireland in 2005. It
places an obligation on UK electricity suppliers to source
an increasing proportion of the electricity they supply from
renewable sources. The Renewables Obligation (ROC)
was one of the main support mechanisms for large-scale
renewable electricity projects in the UK. However, as
our proposal progressed it was announced that the ROC
scheme would cease from April 2017 with the potential for
subsidy being switched to a far less predictable source of
support, Contracts for Difference.
Sadly, despite initial financial modelling being
favourable, market drivers meant that the company
managing the production site in Theddingworth advised
that they were unable to guarantee affordable bio-fuel
prices and therefore advised against proceeding further.
Coupled with the impending cessation of ROCs it was
agreed that the project was too risky.

5. Solar PV projects
Harborough Energy initially engaged with Harborough
District Council to install a solar array on the Market
Hall. Project funding paid for a feasibility study to
demonstrate the viability of the array to be established.
Sadly, for community energy, the case was so strong that
the district council decided to take the project forward
with its own capital finance.
A second project was identified in a 160kW PV
installation at a local commercial site, Pentair. Financial
pressures on the company meant a global restructure
and withdrawal from the proposal.
Harborough Energy’s first community project to issue a
share prospectus comprised two rooftop photovoltaic
solar arrays, located at Robert Smyth Academy and
Archway House. A Community Benefit Society was
established as a special purpose vehicle to enable the
community share raise.
The rooftop solar PV (photovoltaic) project involved
a specification of 160kW of installed power, with a
£183,600 financial investment sought returning interest
payable to investors of 5%. The share offer opened in
October 2015 and at closure 4 weeks later had secured
£188,000.
As a first share offer for the co-operative it was agreed
that the board and officers were unlikely to have
sufficient contacts or experience of financial conduct to
secure the required level of investment for the project
to proceed. Ethex was therefore retained to support the
co-operative in managing the share offer marketing and
administration.
The agreements with the two host organisations were
power purchase and licence agreements. This granted
the community society the entitlement to use part of
the roof space of the host premises for the installation
of the PV panels for the duration of the Feed in Tariff
subsidy, 20 years.
The Treasury, having highlighted the cost of the
subsidy and the unprecedented take-up was minded to
drastically reduce the FIT. Initial consultation suggested
this would be in the region of 90% by December 2015.

The effect of this on the project was to add significant
pressure in terms of timescales.
Furthermore, tax relief in the form of the Enterprise
Investment Scheme and the Seed Enterprise Investment
Scheme, despite the Treasury offering assurances in
April 2015 that these would continue, was withdrawn
offer from November 30th 2015. In effect this meant
that unless the share offer could be secured and shares
issued in advance of the deadline, investors could not
benefit, adding further pressures to timelines.
Meanwhile negotiations were taking place on the terms
of the licence and it was deemed necessary to seek the
approval of the Education Funding Agency (EFA) for the
installation at the Robert Smyth Academy. Although
the process was proceeding in line with expectation,
and there was no reason to assume that the EFA would
withhold consent, at the eleventh hour the Academy
withdrew from the project.
Having secured sufficient funding to install not only at
Archway House but elsewhere the race was on to find
a replacement project that could, even with reduced
income from subsidies, still offer the investors their
expected return. Whilst there was no legal requirement
to offer the investors a return of their monies,
nevertheless the board felt this was in the spirit of the
co-operative ethos. Inevitably a number of investors had
engaged with the project on a purely financial basis and
the withdrawal of the tax relief together with lack of
an immediate project meant that a number of investors
did withdraw their funds. However, it demonstrates
the strength of the community energy movement that
many of the society members were happy to await a new
project.
Following the withdrawal of Robert Smyth Academy
from the project, Harborough Energy board and
officers spent several months seeking a replacement
installation option. Peter Jones, Chairman of the Board
had an existing advisory relationship with Woodnewton
Academy.
Harborough Energy installed 57kW of solar panels
spread across the four roofs at Woodnewton Academy
in Corby, just 17 miles from Market Harborough.
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The academy was pleased to be playing a part in helping
to generate low carbon energy and in using the project
to help educate pupils about energy generation. It was
the first building to have panels fitted by Harborough
Energy. The installation covers in total 4 roofs and Head
Teacher Ellen Wallace says “We are delighted with the
way the installation process went and are very pleased
to be involved with this exciting project. We hope
that this acts as a catalyst for many more installations
locally.”
Woodnewton’s installation was relatively
straightforward with a requirement to seek planning
consent only in relation to glare. Structural surveys
on the 4 installation areas indicated that one of the
buildings was newly roofed with a material for which
the lifetime guarantee would have been breached by
the PV array. With extensive discussion with the roofing
material manufacturer the problem was resolved to
everyone’s satisfaction and without the need to take out
additional insurance.
Additional benefits for students learning about
renewable energy. There are of course benefits but as
this is a first school the opportunities for engagement
are less than they would have been for Robert Smyth
Academy pupils. However, in general being able to
communicate to the pupils the benefits of sustainability
through a working example of renewable technology in
their own school will provide more direct engagement,
particularly in the subjects of geography, science, design
and technology and IT. This can also help to inspire the
wider community to take action to address climate
change. Taking these benefits into consideration, the
business, moral and educational case for installing solar
PV in schools is very compelling.
Archway House is a natural health centre, established
in 1997. Archway Health Hub, on Lubenham Hill, Market
Harborough had around 10.4kW of solar PV panels
installed on the south facing side of its business unit
roofs. The panels aren’t visible from the road, or even
the car park yet they are generating electricity and
attracting government subsidies that will benefit the
Market Harborough community.

This has helped reduce the energy costs of Archway
Health and ensure that more of their heating and
lighting is using carbon neutral energy. Energy cost
reduction and green energy generation were both
important considerations for the owners of the building
who are very environmentally aware in all aspects of the
business (see the case summary at Appendix A).
The installation of the solar array at Archway House was
largely straightforward. The only issue encountered
was that the structural survey indicated that the roof
was unable to take the full load that had been proposed
in the share prospectus. In addition to a return on
investment for members of the society, Archway House
itself is able to benefit from a reduction on its energy
costs.
Sustainable Harborough and Harborough Energy have
maintained their relationship with the owner of Archway
House and have been instrumental in signposting him to
a grant opportunity that has allowed him to add to the
centre’s environmental credentials with the installation
of new glazing units and LED lighting.

6. Key lessons learned
Be aware of the policy and legislative framework. The
volatility of the regulatory regimen has been shown to
add significant risk to existing projects, especially when
their time-frames are longer than anticipated.
A strong pipeline of prospective projects is advisable
as early engagement with host organisations has a very
low conversion rate. Across the sector, community
energy organisations with strong links to unitary or first
tier local authorities have more success taking projects
through to the commissioning stage, especially where
the council can offer financial support or are landlords of
potential host’s buildings.
Currently the network in some areas, including
the Western Power Distribution (WPD) corridor, is
constrained because it wasn’t designed for two way
flows of electricity. Flexible smart solutions to balance
the supply of electricity and increasing demand at
a local level can overcome these challenges and
provide exciting opportunities for communities to get

involved. WPD are supportive of community energy and
encourage early engagement on prospective projects.
However, the environment within which their engineers
work is extremely technical and community groups
are likely to struggle with concepts and terminology.
Therefore, having full time administrative support with
a degree of technical expertise for Harborough Energy
has been essential and would not have been possible
without the support of Lottery funding.

Without the technical, governance and administrative
support it is unclear how community energy schemes will
function in the future given the extraordinary pace of
change in distributed energy.

Image:
Harborough Energy’s first community funded solar installation
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Local Food Growing:
Incredible Edible to Grow & Pick:
1. Alignment with Project outcomes
& indicators
These project activities link together the Project
outcomes associated with the increased use of local
natural resources, increased biodiversity and a local
food economy, as do the community agriculture work
discussed in the next case study (see Section 9.5. below).

Their slogan became, “If you eat, you’re in!” which
demonstrates the inclusive nature of their initiative.
There are now more than 100 Incredible Edible groups
in the UK, and globally the movement stretches from
Canada to New Zealand.

Initially, the Project looked at Incredible Edible as a
replicable project for engaging people in food growing
locally. This was motivated by the Project plan including
the objectives for developing and providing growing
spaces and in particular ‘engaging local residents in
food growing’. So, alongside looking for land to use for
community gardens it was suggested through meetings
with volunteers that an alternative approach to finding
land might be the Incredible Edible approach. This would
facilitate having more public, albeit more temporary,
growing space. In keeping with the Project’s other
growing projects, the Lottery targets this activity was
intended to hit would be volunteers participating (1a),
skills/knowledge (1b). However, the decision was to
avoid trying to calculate the CO2 savings (2b) or the local
natural resources used (3a).

Incredible Edible advocates a form of guerrilla
gardening, as it encourages people to take food growing
into their own hands and not wait to be granted
permission by the local authority or other landowner.
The Incredible Edible model has three pillars: Learning,
Community and Business. “Learning” is cradle to cradle,
all about teaching and learning the skills needed to grow
and cook healthy, nutritious, local food. “Community”
is about involving everyone, and the food is for all –
anyone can harvest the produce and eat it. “Business” is
about engaging and supporting local businesses, as part
of the food network, and to support the local economy.
Incredible Edible Todmorden have approached all this
with great energy, resilience and good humour. Cultural
shifts do not happen quickly, but over the past decade
Incredible Edible Todmorden have had tremendous
success, and they now get visitors from all over the
world coming to learn how they have achieved it.

These ideas translated into a more formal approach
to that used in Todmorden and other Incredible Edible
schemes due to that fact that Sustainable Harborough is
a more formal project with Harborough District Council
(HDC) as a partner. As such, an approach was developed
with Harborough District Council to identify what
they would need from the Project to be able to decide
whether a public space could be used for growing. A list
of potential sites was generated, the Project were to
consult with residents surrounding a shortlist of sites
and then to provide a report to the Council for their
approval.

2. Initial challenges and opportunities
The objective was a good idea, implementing democratic
food growing consistent with the Incredible Edible
strategy which has been going for about a decade,
advocating the growing of food in public spaces.
It originated in Todmorden, West Yorkshire, as the
brainchild of a couple of local friends, who saw food as a
way that everyone can help to improve their community.

The challenges involved finding available land (see the
following case study on Community Gardening below),
because in Sustainable Harborough’s case, taking the
exact same approach as Incredible Edible Todmorden
was not possible. The local authority is a partner on the
project’s Partnership Board, and so guerrilla gardening
was out of the question. The Project team conducted a
search for suitable land in the town with support from
the local Council.
The process from HDC’s perspective was that they would
provide a long list of potential sites, and the Project
team would narrow that down and reflect back to the
HDC the sites the Project was thinking of consulting
upon. A desktop study narrowed the initial list down
to six, which were then visited in order to identify sites
where there might be households needing/wanting
extra gardening space, where there were people living
right near the site, places that didn’t seem to be used
for other purposes (i.e. football), places with signs of

community use (i.e. community picnic events, etc.) and
places with a good growing aspect.
This short-list was then passed back to HDC, and
they approved our top 3/4 and two initial sites were
progressed for public consultation. The next steps of
the process was a report back to HDC, this would be
taken through to decide whether to allow growing to
commence with HDC suggesting a licence agreement
rather than a lease for more flexibility.
Two potential sites were selected for consultation;
• One site was chosen in the centre of town (Roman
Way), one surrounded by homes, including blocks of
flats with no gardens.
• The other site chosen was on the edge of town (Davies
Close) on the edge of a housing estate. The houses
have their own gardens, but there was evidence of
community use of the space with an annual summer
party.

3. Public consultation processes
The two sites were examined on the ground to find
out which residents overlooked or bordered onto the
green spaces, and to assess where any growing plots
were likely to be sited within the green spaces (based
on considerations like visibility, sunlight, keeping away
from areas where ball games are played, etc.). This was
accomplished through physically walking the plot and
identifying affected residents.
The elements of the public consultation were:
•
•
•
•
•

Online surveys, one for each site
Printed information leaflets tailored for each site
Consultation drop-in events, one for each site
On-street consultation at each site
Publicity was via local organisations and groups, the
Harborough Mail and social media.

The public consultation was run by a local consultation
organisation that Sustainable Harborough
commissioned, which designed the online survey and
facilitated the consultation events. Also, the Project
worked with a door-to-door leaflet delivery company to

deliver the leaflets produced in-house, along with paper
copies of the online survey, to around 1,300 homes, and
these were accompanied by free post envelopes. The
delivery company divided up the town into zones, and
fortunately each of the sites fitted comfortably into a
zone and included all the homes that would potentially
be affected and may likely participate in gardening at the
sites. People were encouraged to complete the survey
online if possible, but the paper copies were provided
in case people didn’t have access to a computer or the
internet. There were 53 responses overall to the two
surveys, and the consultation events were attended by
20 people in total.
The majority of respondents to the survey and
consultations viewed the project favourably and were
interested in the opportunities the project would
provide to grow fruit and vegetables, involve children,
and share skills. Some of the concerns expressed
included people’s commitment to it, accessibility,
vandalism, upkeep, maintenance and management, car
parking and how it would fit with play areas.
At Davies Close specifically there were a small number
of concerns that it would mean the loss of an amenity
that would devalue houses, and that people already
have gardens. Of the 53 responses to the online surveys,
only 8 people categorically objected to the creation of
growing plots on the identified green spaces. Through
face-to-face interactions at the drop-in events, and when
people were interviewed on the street, misconceptions
could be addressed, including the idea that the green
spaces were to be turned into allotments.
Of interest, several of the concerns mentioned above
are rooted in misconceptions about the initiative itself,
e.g. the concern around car parking. The intention
was always for the plots to be used by people living
close by, who would not need to drive there. Concerns
about vandalism would be addressed by involving local
residents, including children and teenagers, in the
project from the beginning, and for them to have a
sense of ownership, which would provide the sites with
community surveillance as ‘defensive’ spaces.
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Working with landowners for
community gardening:
A report written by the commissioned consultation
organisation went to HDC’s Executive Committee,
which took 11 months (early 2017) to get to the point
where they were going to take a proposal to members
to gain authority to grant licences to use those bits
of land. Unfortunately, this delay meant that it was
too late for Sustainable Harborough to start up an
Incredible Edible scheme, which needed to have started
in the 2016 growing season to give it a good chance of
getting up and running independently before the end of
funding. However, HDC have been in conversation with
a representative of Grow and Pick to say that some of
their land could be used, so arguably Grow and Pick have
benefited from this process. This agenda has moved
forward even if not in quite the way it had originally
been hoped.

4. Current status
As Sustainable Harborough was already supporting Grow
and Pick in parallel with trying to set up Incredible Edible,
once the Project’s own Incredible Edible consultation
work ended, so the Project was able to put more time and
money into Grow and Pick, which is currently supported
with staff time, funding, and moral support!
Grow and Pick have identified the need to scale back their
ambitions once the Sustainable Harborough funding ends.
A conversation will be planned to try to bring different
growing projects together for mutual support. However,
because Grow and Pick is separate from the Project, they
have greater latitude to get around Council bureaucracy,
and they have also engaged businesses and owners of
small patches of land in conversation to enable some
other small growing areas to spring up, all of which will
help the activity to continue.

Waterloo Cottage Farm & Lenthall House
1. Alignment with Project outcomes
& indicators
There were two motivations which led the Sustainable
Harborough Project to establishing a community garden.
Firstly, the Project plan itself had community growing
spaces in as an ambition, and secondly, the Lottery
targets. The garden was proposed as being a good
way of engaging with volunteers (1a) and meeting the
skills/ knowledge target (1b). Although there were early
attempts at also trying to look at carbon (2b) and the
economic value of natural resources (3a), it was realised
early on that a lot of time could be spent in trying to
count these measures without being confident that
doing so would add any noticeable value.
The initial idea of the community garden was to work
towards setting up a self-governing group (a constituted
group) which could take over ownership of the space
after a period of time. Also, this was intended to be
the first garden with others coming along if and when
land became available. Moreover, there was an idea
that something like this could lead onto a Community
Supported Agriculture scheme (people buy shares in a
‘small-holding’ and receive a share of the produce – the
shares pay for a gardener/ farmer to run the agriculture).
The garden was never meant to be a money making
venture, but instead it was intended to be a collaborative
gardening project. In practice, because it takes a lot
of veg sales to make up a paid grower position, the
emphasis is on skills sharing, community engagement,
and local food crops that contribute to biodiversity.

2. Finding suitable local spaces
for food growing
The original plan was to find space in the town of Market
Harborough, because a site in town for the community
garden would allow the community to have easy
access to the garden. The most promising site was on
Northampton Road, adjacent to some allotments, but
this site was earmarked for development and the owners
(the Market Harborough and The Bowdens Charity)
wouldn’t allow it to be used as a community garden.
Consequently, it was just not possible to find a site that
was both suitable and available for use.

At the same time as setting up Waterloo Community
Garden, Sustainable Harborough were working on a
food growing project at the local prison, and in the early
stages of getting an Incredible Edible project going. They
were seen as complementary projects, with learning and
skills being shared between them.
Sustainable Harborough had set up a local Food and
Drink Forum, and through this they had met the
owner of Waterloo Cottage Farm in Great Oxendon,
approximately 2.5 miles outside the town. The owners
of the farm raise their free range, pasture fed livestock
on organic lines, and their commitment to sustainable
farming meant that their ethos was compatible with the
kind of community garden that Sustainable Harborough
was looking to establish. At Waterloo Cottage Farm
there was an overgrown patch of land that had been
used as a garden but had become neglected. This piece
of land, about a quarter of an acre, was offered up for
the purposes of a community garden.
The terms of use, informed by a Land Share campaign
fronted by Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, were a Land
Share agreement which was drawn up between the
landowners and Sustainable Harborough on behalf of
the Growers. This set out the responsibilities on both
sides, to ensure that the community garden would be
run safely and within agreed parameters. For example,
the agreement stipulated the hours when the volunteer
growers were allowed to access the garden, and also
what would happen to surplus produce.
Initially, the site was very over-grown with nettles and
brambles, and the major task to clear these was done
by staff from Sustainable Harborough, and the first few
intrepid volunteers. Black membrane was then laid to
exclude sunlight and suppress further weed growth.
The group discussed rotavating and using a herbicide
initially just to get the land back to a blank canvas, but
eventually decided against these two methods and
instead used membrane, mowing and cultivation to tame
the area.
The rural location has meant that it has been a constant
challenge to recruit and retain volunteers. The residents
of Great Oxendon almost all have very large gardens,
and so they are not looking to do any additional
gardening. Although there are various options for
travelling to the garden from Market Harborough (car,

bicycle along the Brampton Valley Way, bus), it seems
that many people want their food growing activity to be
very close to where they live.
However, despite these challenges, since autumn 2016
the numbers of people visiting the garden has increased,
particularly among families with young children. The
membership of the group has changed slightly over the
years, with new members joining, including a resident
of Great Oxendon. It is interesting that some people
are travelling quite far to get to the garden, but from
the opposite direction to Market Harborough: from
Kettering, Northampton and Desborough, for example.

3. Governance and infrastructure for a
community garden – in the start-up
phase and looking to the future post
Lottery funding
To ensure good governance, a small group of keen
gardeners agreed to form a Planning Group for the
community garden. The group is currently coordinated
by Sustainable Harborough, and it plays an important
role in planning the development of, and activity at,
the garden. However, once the funding period ends,
succession arrangements will need to be in place to
ensure the continuation of this group. The garden,
in anticipation of the ending of the funding, is in a
transition period, with an aim to adapt the way that the
garden is run to enable the volunteers to run it without a
paid coordinator being in place.
While Sustainable Harborough has facilitated the
relationship between the Planning Group and the
landowners, most decision making takes place at
Planning Group meetings. The process is informal and
the volunteer members tend to direct the course of
action and the strategic direction taken.
From the outset the general ethos for the garden was
set by the shared aims of Sustainable Harborough and
the landowners. This led to a shared commitment that
the garden would be organic, and that energy and water
use would be minimised. In addition, one of the core
volunteers is very interested in “no dig” gardening, and
so the garden is usually run on a “no dig” basis, with a
few exceptions.

page

29

The produce is primarily for volunteers to take home
with them, as a reward for their help, and surplus
produce is given to the farm shop to sell, on the
agreement (written into the Land share agreement) that
the garden will be able to reclaim 40% of the proceeds
from produce sold.

4. A new opportunity:
Lenthall House & an in-town location
More recently, a new activity, the so-called
“Elderberries” initiative, the name coming from the idea
of generations mixing through gardening, is one that
Sustainable Harborough has been supporting, but not
leading. There are three parts: the community garden, a
sensory garden for the residents of Lenthall House care
home, and a Grow and Pick area on Lenthall Square in
front of the residence. The care home manager was keen
and could see all the benefits to the care home residents
and the wider community.
Sustainable Harborough shared its experiential learning
on how to set up and run a community garden, and
facilitated the relationships between the care home,
Elderberries, and Grow and Pick, wrote up the site plan,
and suggested ways of working with the organisations
and volunteers. In addition, Sustainable Harborough
funded the purchase of fruit trees to create an
orchard, and helped to plant them. Finally, Sustainable
Harborough helped write the successful bid to the
Market Harborough and Bowdens Charity for funding.
As part of its commitment to this initiative, the Project
has supported some of the community engagement
activities, e.g. the open day event, helped with publicity,
and supported their gardening sessions with staff time.
Putting together the site plan involved multiple
meetings with the care home manager and the group
of volunteers the garden manager had pulled together,
and also the Grow and Pick representative. These
meetings helped clarify and identify the beneficiaries of
the different parts of the project, as well as specifying
who would be doing the gardening and who would be
responsible for overseeing it. These roles vary among
the community garden, the sensory garden and the Grow
and Pick area.

One of the main aims of the garden is to reach out
to people who may be lonely, and this could apply as
much to residents of the care home as to members of
the surrounding community. Many of the care home
residents won’t be in a position to do much physical
gardening, but they are welcome to enjoy being in the
garden, and they will get to eat produce that goes into
the care home kitchen. Another key aim of the garden
is to promote skill sharing between the generations,
and it is hoped that some of the residents of the care
home may enjoy sharing their gardening knowledge or
reminiscences with volunteer and novice gardeners.
Because the initiative is now active, Sustainable
Harborough is reducing the staff time that goes into it as
it doesn’t appear to be needed in the same way as it was
when the project was just getting going. Moreover, this
will help facilitate Sustainable Harborough’s own exit
strategy once the funding ends.

5. Key lessons learned
While the models of community gardening are very
similar, the primary difference is between the locations
of the two gardens. It is likely that the rural location
of Waterloo has made it harder to recruit volunteers,
because it is more out of the way and requires a greater
commitment of time (and energy) to become involved in.
The key lesson here is to bring the community gardens
closer towards the community, wherever feasible.
However, realistically, this will not always be possible.
Because of the number of partners involved, and the
different sub-activities involved on the site (community
garden, sensory garden, Grow and Pick), the Lenthall
House project has probably been more complex to set
up. However, this work has benefited from the learning
experience from Waterloo, which has helped the Project
staff navigate the process more easily.
While there were early attempts to use the community
garden as a vehicle with which to address Project
indicators associated with CO2 sequestration and the
economic value of natural resources, and while it is true
that community gardening projects may be effective
in CO2 sequestration, low food miles, and increasing
the value of natural resources and the valuation of
ecosystem services, the effort expended in accessing

and interpreting these data streams is likely to prove
onerous to most community-based projects. Moreover,
they also offer an uncertain return on any investment in
doing so.
It is still too early to extract the learning from setting up
a Planning Group for the Waterloo plot post-Sustainable
Harborough support.

Image: Waterloo Community Garden
Approximately 1/3 acre cultivated by volunteers as a local community educational and practical resource
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Food & Drink Economy:
1. Alignment with Project outcomes
& indicators
The Lottery outcomes framework for the Project
included indicators for increasing the annual value
of local trade due to the project. One prospect being
considered was the ambition of creating a local currency,
although this was viewed as a long term project
requiring significant confidence by local business before
proposing their participation.
The Project plan had ambitions to look at a 10%
local campaign, which encourages locally-based
supermarkets to carry a 10% stock of local products.
Market Harborough has an extensive historical emphasis
on its contribution to hospitality and trading, and this
tradition of the historic function of Market Harborough
as a market town and what that entailed helped shape
the emphasis on the local food and drink economy. This
aligned with the team’s own ambitions to work with local
food and drink businesses to find ways of promoting the
profile and sale of local produce.

2. Local background
to the food & drink economy
It was useful to obtain a greater understanding of what
the local food and drink economy looked like when the
Project started. Prior to the Project there was a buying
group which tended to focus on dried goods, and bought
items through a whole food coop. The town already
had a very small ‘food quarter’ made up of four local
businesses (wine merchant, butcher, fishmonger and a
café) who collaborated with and supported each other.
This meant that the Project wasn’t necessarily starting
from scratch. The wine merchant helped to launch the
public food and drink forum and the café proprietor was
instrumental in getting the food map off the ground
and getting involved in the local food and drink work.
Alongside this there was knowledge of lots of local
producers and corresponding retailers in the town which
provided a solid base to build upon.
As a founder-member of the Sustainable Harborough
Project, the Transition Town chapter had expressed
in the funding application a community ideal around
a food hub. With strategic input from the Project, the
Partnership, and supported by the Project’s allocated
enabler, this vision evolved into a community business
opportunity to establish something which would last

beyond the end of the funding. This culminated in the
setting up of edibLE16.
Historically, new market towns could not be established
within a day’s travel of an existing one. As a result,
based in Market Harborough edibLE16 expresses a
central trading hub for a rural hinterland where the
traded products are produced. However, this leaves
the prospects for the trading hub dependent on what
the hinterland can sustain. Geographically, Market
Harborough is constrained in what can be grown in its
hinterland, leading to a sector emphasis on livestock
farming. This presented some initial challenges for
edibLE16 to define what they were going to try to do/
be. On one hand, try to be an alternative supermarket,
try to stock everything by progressively sourcing things
where possible within the 16 miles, and then venturing
further out for those things they couldn’t source locally.
On the other, restricting their focus to a defined area
and emphasising a strong local food and drink message.
It was therefore a crucial first step to make decisions
around what constituted ‘local’ from the perspectives
of the consumer, retailer, and producer. Extensive
discussion around this theme helped to decipher a set of
‘morals’ or credentials to be applied across the different
food and drink activities, including the criteria specified
for being included on the Local Food and Drink Map.
At the same time as starting work on the new Food
Hub (which became edibLE16) work began on getting
people together to find out how to build local capacity
for the benefit of the local food and drink economy.
This culminated in the Local Food and Drink Open Public
Forum.

3. Local Food and Drink Open Public Forum
– October 2013
The Local Food and Drink Public Forum was held in late
October 2013 with the intent to introduce different
groups to each other who would link into the Sustainable
Harborough activities/ aims, by facilitating a dialogue
among the groups to tell each other what they would
like to do to make Harborough more economically and
environmentally sustainable in the future in relation to
the food economic networks.

In the opening statement, the Project’s Delivery Manager
sums up the context and objective of the forum:
“Sustainable Harborough is a small team backed up
by a wide partnership of fantastic organisations. The
partnership represents many different aspects of
sustainability from social housing to water supply, but
the common thread is a focus on people, and a focus on
creating things that will have a life beyond lottery funding.
The Food Forum is key to all of this – it shows how we
want to enable things to happen in Market Harborough
by gathering people together around what they are
interested in and what the barriers are to locality.”
(SHP internal documents – Food Forum 2013).
The point was to get businesses involved so that they
could inform and shape the Project’s focus according to
what was in their interests.
Delegates were identified through a snowballing
process of speaking to local food and drink businesses.
Thereafter invitations were sent to individuals and
businesses, and the district council was repeatedly
approached until they sent someone. The team went
around the town’s industrial parks to try to encourage
people to come along.
The thinking behind recruiting support and buy-in from
businesses was that because so much of the food and
drink agenda involves local products along with the
shops where produce is used and sold, the businesses
are key to the whole discussion about the local food and
drink economy. In turn, this would help give impetus to
helping realise what Market Harborough Transition Town
wanted to see while being mindful of public opinion
from some surveys taken prior to the Project.
This led to a strategy of encouraging businesses to rally
round, to get involved and to push the local food and
drink agenda. On one hand, this approach reflects a
break from the usual emphasis on consumer demand
determining how businesses respond. By raising the
profile of local food, consumers are thought to be
attracted and to participate in this emerging market.
On the other, by involving the businesses and obtaining
their input into what needs to happen and how it might
work to support the local food economy, if one trusts

businesses to know their customers, then this approach
also yields high quality evidence of consumer spending
and willingness to engage with a local offer. Moreover,
because the businesses were brought on board and
given a steering role, this also lent impetus to the
Project’s food-related activities.
The input from the forum delegates was collected
through idea baskets and table-based discussions
captured on flip-charts. Delegates were asked for
any extra comments, and to indicate what they were
interested in helping with by putting their names
forward in baskets titled according to the themes taken
from the delegate feedback.
Undertaking a food and drink mapping exercise was one
of the suggestions from the forum and the Project took
this on as their first activity. Doing so would not only
broadly contribute to a couple of indicators, but in the
long term it would build good will with a view to bringing
people on board and building a greater local food and
drink momentum. In doing this work however, the
approach about bringing businesses on board early on to
shape the food agenda was confirmed. The map would
be released at no cost to the businesses included, so
therefore they were approached to help put it together.
This remains ongoing challenge however, because to be
viable and relevant, the map needs constant renewing
and updating, and there are cost implications for this.
There always needed to be an eye on how this was going
to continue post funding, otherwise what is the point in
starting?

4. Taking the food & drink agenda forward
Following the Open Public Forum, the Project convened
a Food Forum Steering Group comprising a small group
of local businesses and volunteers. More volunteers
were recruited through the food forum, and people were
encouraged to attend meetings. Much of the early focus
of the Steering Group was to develop a shared brief
and objectives, and the Project contributed to steering
meetings, incorporating edibLE16, and developing sub
working groups, such as the Local Food and Drink Map,
the first version of which was something that could be
achieved in a relatively short period of time.
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Local producers and retailers were identified through the
Project holding an event in the Market Hall and asking
people to put flags on a map to identify local producers
and places where local produce is sold and used, and using
this local knowledge to expand the network. However,
getting people to respond has always been a difficulty.
For example, one restaurant has always been too busy to
engage in a conversation with the Project, or to provide
information to be included in the Map.
The development of edibLE16 began through
extended efforts to agree a shared/ common vision
and negotiating differences. While there had been
an initial assumption for the Project to host a paid
position within the team to run the food hub, it was
agreed that a more sustainable option would be for
the food hub stakeholders to put together a business
plan and budget to identify set up and running costs
to establish a separate entity. The Project team
facilitated many of the planning conversations and
provided governance functions and brought in external
resources to help with various aspects. For example,
the Project enabler facilitated a conversation about
the importance of setting up as a business, while an
adviser from CASE helped with governance decisions
and set up arrangements. The Project also contributed
by identifying potential businesses interested in trading
through the hub.

5. Engaging Market Harborough in the local
food and drink agenda
The Project drew on a range of different means to
engage with and involve the members of the public in
the Project’s activities, including promotions, public
events and festivals, prize draws (hampers), maps and
other visual aids, tasters, etc.
Public input has been critical in shaping the Project’s
focus. For example, at Easter 2014 people were asked
about local producers for the Map, and at the “I Love
Market Harborough” festival in the summer the Map was
launched. Another example is that at the first summer
festival, the public were being asked about preferences
and models for edibLE16, and by the second summer
festival, edibLE16 was launched. Similarly with the local
energy offer. The public’s input was sought on a local

community energy offer at the second summer festival,
and by the third summer festival, this offer was about to
be launched as Harborough Energy.
However, changing consumers’ food and drink
purchasing habits has proven to be challenging, and
edibLE16 has been acutely aware of this, having found
it difficult to break out of a relatively small cluster of
customers, despite numerous and wide ranging efforts
to extend their market share.
There is evidence of an emerging local food and drink
economic identity among many producers and retailers
in Market Harborough, and a growing interest in
participating in this, as evidenced by the sharp increase
in businesses wanting to be included in the second
version of the Food and Drink Map.
It is anticipated that there are longer term multiplier
benefits to the local economy from having invested in
the local food and drink sector, and this was provisionally
illustrated by the local multiplier (LM3) ratio of £2.18
for every £1 spent at Arts Fresco. Again, however,
difficulties were encountered in getting responses for a
more detailed analysis, and this proved to be a barrier.

6. Embedding food and drink into the fabric
of Market Harborough
The work has paralleled a national trend in the rising
popularity of local food and drink. By rekindling Market
Harborough’s medieval past in hospitality and trade, the
Project has commenced work on linking tourism with
local food and hospitality. As the Project began Taste
Harborough, the Harborough District Council had started
a contract with Leicestershire Promotions Ltd to look at
tourism, which led to reciprocal support to expand the
respective networks with a view to enhancing both areas
of work.
Although it has now started, Taste Harborough and the
emergence of a local food brand almost didn’t happen.
While plans for this had been in the works for quite some
time, it needed people to work with to help realise it.
Following consultation with local businesses, there was
an apparent general interest in a paid for membership
organisation. After some time a group of directors were

convened and Taste Harborough was incorporated. The
business plan and basic set up for Taste Harborough
has benefited from the Project’s experience with
establishing edibLE16 and Harborough Energy, so have
been accomplished quickly.
The future of a local food and drink economy beyond
the support of Sustainable Harborough will be a test
of how much local businesses are willing to commit to
it. Whatever happens, there are lots of instances of
collaboration which will persist. How well these are
joined up in a meaningful way takes a lot of time and
resource, and while Leicestershire Promotions Ltd might
invest as part of its ongoing tourism work, it is not yet
clear if this will be enough in carrying forward a strategic
and sustainable offer by the food and drink sector.

7. Key lessons learned
One of the early lessons learned by the Project was
that this agenda should not only be about food,
because in Market Harborough, the production of
alcohol is also very important. The importance of drink
locally is illustrated by its role in being the ‘hook’ for
a local tourism event coordinated by the council and
Leicestershire Promotions Ltd. The suggestion of local
artisan alcohol as a unique selling point for the area gave
rise to the successful Spirit of Harborough event.
There is clear value in obtaining the buy-in of the local
food and drink sector businesses. Businesses are likely
to welcome endorsement for their own product and
offer and reciprocally can help the Project meet its own
local economic objectives, which is a synergistic benefit.
Businesses are also well placed to have experiencebased insight into consumer shopping habits, and what is
more or less likely to be successful.

that is important to accomplish. Doing so helps sharpen
the focus on what is and is not possible, and helps
cultivate a common identity as being a local business,
whether as a retailer, producer, or processor.
Shopping habits are entrenched and it is very difficult
to influence consumers engaging outside of the reach
of national supermarkets. For this reason, it seems
important that a local food and drink offer identify and
define its market niche, its unique selling point, rather
than attempt to mimic the range of products as a onestop shopping experience, which is where supermarkets
dominate the sector.
The Local Food and Drink Map was a relatively easy and
early quick win. This unequivocally demonstrated to
businesses in the food and drink sector that the Project
was committed to promoting the sector, and that doing
so would support the businesses participating in that
sector. This generated social capital and credibility for
the Project, and while the Map itself may have broadly
or indirectly addressed some of the outcomes, it is also
a key contribution to the emergence of a longer term
investment in the sector through Taste Harborough
and the coupling of the tourism, hospitality, and trade
sectors. In brief, this may exemplify the strategy of
giving a little to get a little. As the Project recommitted
itself to this strategy through the expanded second
version of the Map, it may well be that the reciprocation
from local businesses expands as well in supporting
endeavours started by the Project.

Image: Food & Drink Map
Local Food & Drink Map in use at participating town centre cafe

Finding opportunities to weave the local history and
character of a place into the development of a local
food and drink offer helps raise the profile of this sector
and to endorse the benefits to the whole town and its
common advantage of buying locally. This intuitively
rings true, but requires evidence to substantiate.
Agreeing a shared understanding of the range of what
counts as local from the perspectives of differing groups
of stakeholders is a challenge, but evidently something
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Lessons Learned:
OVERVIEW:
This section reports the summation of the lessons
learned through the implementation and delivery of the
Sustainable Harborough Project, clustered thematically.

Relationships and Engagement:
• Sustained engagement with community leaders is
critical. Strategic leads in the project are encouraged
to establish meaningful networks with community
leaders and institutions on behalf of practitioners and
align the objectives of the project with the agenda
expressed by those leaders in ways that demonstrate
how the project can offer added value.
• Acknowledging and allowing for turnover in the
membership of groups is critical. This requires
maintaining a non-partisan position, and not leaving
the project vulnerable to the breakdown in one or two
key relationships.

Project Strategy:

brand recognition and value is not to be undervalued.
To build social capital may involve the use of loss
leaders to generate receptivity and interest and to
show good faith.
• Attempt to interact with the local communities
in ways that are not exclusively constrained to
project-related roles. This might be as consumers
and supporters of local businesses or attending
local community events. This helps build profile and
demonstrate interest in the community itself rather
than only in the success of the project, thereby
adding to the project’s credibility in developing that
community.
• Ensure a diverse communications strategy, tailored
to different audiences, and disseminated via engaged
businesses and institutions wherever possible. Be
sure to communicate the project’s objectives, what
it is planning to do to address these, what counts as
success, and what has been done to date. Perhaps
suggest ways that communities can participate in
making the project a success and why they might want
to do so.

• Define what is to be changed, how that will be
measured, and what the interventions will be to
facilitate that change as rigorously as possible.
Develop, test and update the project’s theory of
change according to pragmatic experience.

Community Energy Schemes:

• Development is time intensive and long term planning
is essential before committing to a course of action.
This may include running scenarios and testing
vulnerabilities prior to committing to longer term
activities, and building redundancy into strategic plans
that include contingency options. This is especially
true in sectors that are technically demanding,
require high initial outlays, and rely on volatile policy
environments, such as the community energy sector.

• Be aware of the policy and legislative framework. The
volatility of the regulatory regimen has been shown
to add significant risk to existing projects especially
when their time-frames are longer than anticipated.

• Market Harborough’s business community is
predominantly Small and Medium-size Enterprises
(SME) which are commonly difficult to engage with.
SMEs are focused on their core business drivers and
are unlikely to have either the time or inclination at
present to explore energy efficiency opportunities.
Business may benefit from time of use tariffs, and ITenabled business models are cheaper than traditional
engineering solutions.
• Commercial operations require a greater degree of
due diligence than community activities and therefore
have greater potential for reputational damage. This
should be factored into the risk analysis record.
• The influence of social capital in facilitating
engagement, sustaining relationships, and developing

• Energy-related projects are highly specialised and
knowledge intensive in nature and disproportionately
vulnerable to volatile economic and policy domains.

• A strong pipeline of prospective community energy
projects is advisable as early engagement with
host organisations has a very low conversion rate.
Those engagements that do not materialise must
be relinquished quickly in order to iterate through
the pipeline, especially if a successful engagement is
required for the project to demonstrate credibility.
• Community energy organisations with strong links
to unitary or first tier local authorities have more
success taking projects through to the commissioning
stage especially where the council can offer financial
support or are landlords of potential host’s buildings.
Working with local leaders who can help to identify
opportunities can enable this process.
• The National Grid is constrained in some areas
because it wasn’t designed for two way flows of
electricity. This requires investment in flexible smart
solutions to balance the supply of electricity and
increasing demand at a local level.

• However, the environment within which energy
engineers work is extremely technical and community
groups are likely to struggle with concepts
and terminology. Therefore, having full time
administrative support with a degree of technical
expertise is essential.
• Community energy schemes require technical,
governance and administrative support to function
in the future given the pace of change in distributed
energy.
• Although the idea of economies of scale for local
businesses appears an attractive one, in reality there
is insufficient margin unless the purchase of energy
efficiency goods is direct with manufacturers rather
than agents. This means that stock holding becomes
an issue or sophisticated ‘Just in Time’ purchasing
protocols need to be established.
• Without dedicated marketing resource for ongoing
promotion it is not clear that uptake would be
sufficient to interest suppliers in offering discounts.

Community Food Growing:
• Elements of the food and drink projects are relatively
quick and easy wins with which to engage members
of the community and/or producers and retailers.
Engaging in some of these initial projects would be
a good start towards more in-depth food and drink
work being cheap to begin, non-technical and not
requiring high levels of due diligence and regulatory
oversight. However on their own projects like the food
and drink map are unlikely to bring about wider local
economic work.
• Food-related activities apparently tap into local pride
and elicit ‘feel-good’ responses from participants
that can be used as a gateway to engage the public in
other project activities.
• Establish a local food and drink business model that
explicitly connects producers, retailers, and the
consuming public through one common portal, online
and/ or in real life, thereby creating a community that
shares a common purpose to promote local food.
• While the two models of community gardening
developed by the Project are very similar, the primary
difference is between the locations of the two
gardens. It is likely that the rural location of Waterloo
has made it harder to recruit volunteers, because
it is more out of the way and requires a greater

commitment of time (and energy) to become involved
in. The key lesson here is to bring the community
gardens closer towards the community, wherever
feasible. However, realistically, this will not always be
possible.
• Because of the number of partners involved, and
the different sub-activities involved on the site
(community garden, sensory garden, Grow and Pick),
the Lenthall House site has probably been more
complex to set up. However, this work has benefited
from the learning experience from Waterloo, which
has helped the Project staff navigate the process
more easily.
• While, there were early attempts to use the
community garden as a vehicle with which to address
Project indicators associated with CO2 sequestration
and the economic value of natural resources, and
while it is true that community gardening projects
may be effective in CO2 sequestration, low food miles,
and increasing the value of natural resources and the
valuation of ecosystem services, the effort expended
in accessing and interpreting these data streams is
likely to prove onerous to most community-based
projects. Moreover, they also offer an uncertain return
on any investment in doing so.
• It is still too early to extract the learning from setting
up a Planning Group for the Waterloo Community
Garden plot to plan its set up post-Sustainable
Harborough support.

Local Food and Drink Activities:
• One of the early lessons learned by the Project was
that this agenda should not only be about food,
because in Market Harborough, the production of
alcohol is also very important. The importance of drink
locally is illustrated by its role in being the ‘hook’ for
a local tourism event coordinated by the council and
Leicestershire Promotions Ltd. The suggestion of local
artisan alcohol as a unique selling point for the area
gave rise to the successful Spirit of Harborough event.
• There is clear value in obtaining the buy-in of the local
food and drink sector businesses. Businesses are likely
to welcome endorsement for their own product and
offer and reciprocally can help the Project meet its
own local economic objectives, which is a synergistic
benefit, but also businesses are well placed to have
experience-based insight into consumer shopping
habits, and what is more or less likely to be successful.
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Project Design and Funding:
• Finding opportunities to weave the local history
and character of a place into the development of a
local food and drink offer helps raise the profile of
this sector and to endorse the benefits to the whole
town and its common advantage of buying locally.
This intuitively rings true, but requires evidence to
substantiate.
• Agreeing a shared understanding of the range of what
counts as local from the perspectives of differing
groups of stakeholders is a challenge, but evidently
something that is important to accomplish. Doing so
helps sharpen the focus on what is and is not possible,
and helps cultivate a common identity as being a local
business, whether as a retailer, producer, or processor.
• Shopping habits are entrenched and it is very difficult
to influence consumers engaging outside of the reach
of national supermarkets. For this reason, it seems
important that a local food and drink offer identify
and define its market niche, its unique selling point,
rather than attempt to mimic the range of products
as a one-stop shopping experience, which is where
supermarkets dominate the sector.

• Design project objectives and funding arrangements
to facilitate projects developing performance
indicators that are relevant and appropriate to the
target community and its larger context, and which
are meaningful with respect to the availability and
robustness of data and metrics. This may mean that
projects are given an initial grace period during which
to explore and then design suitable performance
indicator sets against which they will be evaluated.
• Project funding must be for extended periods of
time, with five years being the minimum if community
change is the objective of the fund. Following this
initial period, further funding options should be
available to facilitate the bedding in of project
activities and accomplishments while the full support
of the funded project is gradually withdrawn.
• Involve a critical friend in the development of the
project for facilitating feedback on strategy and
learning within the context of regular Action Research
meetings involving both the team and critical friend.

• The Local Food and Drink Map was a relatively easy
and early quick win. This unequivocally demonstrated
to businesses in the food and drink sector that the
Project was committed to promoting the sector,
and that doing so would support the businesses
participating in that sector. This generated social
capital and credibility for the Project, and while the
Map itself may have broadly or indirectly addressed
some of the outcomes, it is also a key contribution
to the emergence of a longer term investment in the
sector through Taste Harborough and the coupling
of the tourism, hospitality, and trade sectors. In brief,
this may exemplify the strategy of giving a little to
get a little. As the Project recommitted itself to this
strategy through the expanded second version of the
Map, it may well be that the reciprocation from local
businesses expand as well in supporting endeavours
started by the Project.

Image, right:
We Are Sustainable Harborough
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Appendix A

Business Energy – Case Study 1: Archway House

Appendix B

Business Energy – Case Study 2: Duncan Murray Wines
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