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Executive Summary 

In 2015 we carried out a comprehensive business review and planning exercise out of 

which came the 2015 ï 2020 Business Plan, operationalising our vision  to create 

around 20 new small farms ï ecological smallholdings ï between 2015-2020.  

 

This document is an update to that plan for  the period 2017 ï 2020 with a review of our 

progress to date and updated financial projections. Our model remains the same with 

our holdings  protected for ecological use, and providing  rural employment, local food, 

and crucially, affordable access to land. We have been able to measure the social 

impacts of our work and show that our creation of ecological holdings also: 
 

* Demonstrates a model of collective 

ownership that can protect and enhance 

the land, based not only on ideas of 

conservation, but on producing a living and 

working  countryside;  

* Contributes to, and strengthens the 

growing community of individuals and 

organisations committed to fostering the 

skills, knowledge and solidarity to allow the 

land to sustain us as we head into 

unpredictable times;  

* Through our site monitoring  provides 

research and impetus that  helps 

strengthen campaigns for land reform;  and 

* Seeks to improve planning policy by providing 

evidence and examples that low-impact 

ecological land use has multiple benefits and 

should be embraced and legislated for, not 

feared. 

 
We have produced a model which is both pioneering 

and financially  sound. This update to the business 

plan sets out what we have achieved so far and how 

we will continue to meet our goals. 
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Vision and Objectives 
 

The Ecological Land Co-operative was set up to address the lack of affordable 
smallholding sites for ecological land-based livelihoods in England. There is an 
enormous disconnect between the combined cost of land and rural housing and the 
income that is usually derived from sustainable rural livelihoods.

 

 
Sustainable rural livelihoods ï such as small- 

scale ecological food production ï protect the 

environment and reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

by reducing fossil fuel use. Such businesses help 

build a vibrant, living countryside in which people 

flourish alongside our cherished landscapes and 

natural biodiversity, and have an important role to 

play in ensuring food and energy security. They also 

provide employment, access to local food and crafts, 

and educational opportunities for urban visitors, 

helping to maintain rural skills and to improve 

ecological literacy. Our mission is to increase 

access to affordable land for such livelihoods. 

 
Our solution and core business is the creation 

of small clusters of three or more affordable 

residential smallholdings. As well as land, we 

provide smallholders with permission to 

build their own sustainable home, and with 

off grid utilities and roa d access. Our model 

allows us to keep costs low, both through 

buying larger sites at a lower price per acre, 

and through distributing the cost of 

infrastructure, planning applications and 

subsequent site monitoring across a number 

of smallholdings. The model allows the 

smallholders to work and learn together and 

to provide mutual support. Our Co -operative 

retains the freehold on each smallholding in 

order to protect it for affordable agricultural 

and ecological use in perpetuity. 

 

 

 
Beyond this, our vision is one where land is valued 

and used as a means to enhance our collective good. 

At present land in the UK is the target of financial 

speculation; in contrast, our model champions a 

collective, ecological and co-operative vision of 

land ownership and land use. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     

 

     

  The market garden at Steepholding 

"We support models of land use that make land work 

for people and the environment. Unfortunately we 

repeatedly see new entrants to farming struggle to 

secure access to land, planning permission, or start-up 

finance. The Ecological Land Co-op have an excellent 

strategy for helping new entrants overcome all of these. 

Their model will get more land into productive, 

ecological management."  

Kate Swade, Director and Tom Kenny, Research & Policy Officer, 

Shared Assets

άLǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƻǊ 

making it profitable whilst caring for the land in both a 

productive and ecologically sensitive way. Land is expensive, 

affordable rural housing is scarce and many landowners offer 

only short term tenancies pushing for maximum returns from 

tenants. ELC is tackling these problems enabling farmers to 

access land and make good long term decisions about how to 

farm for the future. They are at the forefront of revitalising 

the rural economy from the roots up. If you want your money 

to have a lasting legacy this is one of the best places to put 

ƛǘΗέ 

Ben Raskin, Head of Horticulture, Soil Association 
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Key Drivers 

So why is there a need for our affordable smallholdings and sites? 
 
 

Lack of Opportunities for New Entrants 

Farming and horticulture are extremely  inaccessible 

to new entrants which is why the average age of a 

British farmer is now 59 . This is primarily due  to: 

 

* The high set up costs involved in 

establishing a farm business, including 

the price of agricultural land, now trading 

at record price levels of approximately 

£8,000 per acre. These prices have been 

pushed up in recent years as instability in 

the financial system has led to an increase 

in agricultural la nd being purchased as an 

investment. In the period 2000 -2010 new 

farm entrants accounted for just 4% of 

agricultural land purchasers;  

* The high costs of rural housing. The 

average house price in rural England has 

more than doubled over the past decade to 

over £250,000, but the average salary is 

still £21,000  with rural salaries lower still ; 

and 

* A historical trend in land amalgamation, 

leading to the availability of a fewer 

number of predominantly large farms for 

purchase. This has happened at the same 

time that the number of County Farms 

and smallholdings has declined. 

 
Most farmers, leaving subsidy aside, cannot 

generate from farming alone the income 

required to service a mortgage for the average 

farm. The ratio of farm purchase price to average 

agricultural  income is in excess of twenty to one 

in most parts of the country. The result is a 

substantial body of people who wish to farm an 

ecological smallholding but are unable to afford 

to do so. 

 
A Restrictive Planning System  

Planning legislation enables planning permission 

to be granted to a farmer to build themselves a 

dwelling on their land where the planning authority 

consider their farm business to be both financially 

viable and to have a need for someone to be on 

hand around the clock. Where new entrants can 

obtain this permission they essentially overcome 

the most significant barrier; self -built housing 

removes the need to service either rent or a sizeable 

mortgage on a house. 

 
Such permission to build a farm workerôs dwelling 

is granted subject to a condition limiting who can 

occupy the dwelling. These are known colloquially 

as óagriculturally tied propertiesô. A number of these 

ótiedô properties are being lived in by  occupants 

who are not farmers; others have been built by 

those seeking to justify a dwelling when planning 

would not otherwise be granted. This has made it 

extremely difficult for those with a genuine need 

to get such a permission. Planning authorities are 

often reluctant to grant permission for new farm 

workerôs dwelling because of the risk it presents; 

enforcement action is expensive. 

 
 
 

άaŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ 

increasingly cannot afford to live there, while the 

people who can afford to live there increasingly do 

ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ 

Matthew Taylor MP, The Taylor Review of Rural Economy 

and Affordable Housing (2008) 

άΧǘƘŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƴŜǿ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŘƻŜǎ ǎŜŜƳ 

to have swung too far in agriculture with high land 

prices, the CAP supporting the status quo, tenancies 

rarer and few other business opportunities. This is not 

healthy and the solution cannot depend on market 

ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀƭƻƴŜΦέ 

David Fursdon, Future of Farming Review Report 

(DEFRA, July 2013)
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For small-scale ecological growers the situation 

is worse. Both planning officers and planning 

committee members (those making the decision to 

grant permission or not) often have little or no   

experience of small-scale farm businesses. These 

decision makers need to be given evidence that 

small-scale enterprises are viable, and will remain 

so, or that there is a robust mechanism in place to 

protect the new dwelling. If not, they risk creating a 

new home in the open countryside which fails to be 

used to house a farmer or farm worker. More often 

than not, the farmer is simply refused  permission. 

 
Hard Economics of Small -Scale 
and Ecological Agriculture  

Changes in both farm production and the food we  

eat have resulted in the imposition of new levels of 

environmental costs; the external cost (i.e. costs of 

production  not incurred  by the business, but  instead 

ñexternalisedò, such as social or environmental costs) 

of UK agriculture up to the farm gate was estimated 

in  2005 to be £1.51 billion  a year. Significant  

reports ï including from government ï concur 

that business-as-usual is not an option; farming  

structures will need to change dramatically with the 

adoption of alternative models of production and 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

distribution toward bio -diverse, multifunctional, 

ecologically based farming practices. 

 
For the time-being however, the conventional 

farming system continues to óexternaliseô the 

costs of biodiversity loss, cleaning nitrates from 

our water, etc. Ecological producers, making use 

of methods and inputs such as integrated pest 

management and green manures, must incur higher 

labour costs while needing to sell at similar prices 

to conventional producers; this heightens the 

financial barrier set out  above. 

 
Environmental Challenge  

We live in a time of profound environmental 

challenge. Our collective approach to both land use 

and food product ion form a significant element of 

our impact on the biosphere. Where unsustainable 

land use practices dominate, we typically see a 

range of associated negative social impacts. From 

both a human and biodiversity perspective there is 

a pressing need to reverse the impacts of current 

practices, and to create viable alternatives which 

can nourish our communities and the wider 

environment in the long -term. 
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The Model 

Our co-operative purchases agricultural land with a view to subdividing it into a 

number of ecologically managed residential smallholdings. Drawing on the advice 

of organic horticulturalists and farmers, ecologists, soil experts, transport advisors, 

planners, prospective customers and those living locally and with local knowledge, 

we then propose a new smallholding cluster, including a binding whole -site 

ecological management plan. 
 
 

We involve stakeholders, such as those living 

locally and the local wildlife trust, at the earliest 

opportunity and present our plans to the planning 

authority. After reflecting on and incorporating 

advice and feedback, we submit our plans for 

planning permission. This may be granted by 

the local authority, or at appeal. Once planning 

permission is granted, our co-operative sells (150 

year lease) or rents the smallholdings to new 

entrants to ecological agriculture at an affordable 

rate and monitors the holdingsô performance 

against the detailed whole-site ecological 

management plan. 

 
At our first site, Greenham Reach, in addition to 

their greenfield holding of between fi ve and 

nine acres of land, the three smallholder 

families received the following support and 

benefits: 

* No conveyancing costs; 
 

* Permission to build a low -impact 
dwelling;  

 
* A shared timber frame barn;  

 
* Highway Authority compliant road 

access and internal stone track; 

 
 
ά!ǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

longer term challenges with regards to food security, 

energy and climate change. A genuinely sustainable 

response relies on more small farmers in Low Impact 

Developments, providing good food, experimental data, 

and contributing to rural regeneration. ELC does just 

that τ putting in place today the foundations for the 

food production of ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿέ 

Caroline Lucas MP, Green Party 

* Electricity via on -site renewable 

generation, with no ongoing charges; 

* Water via rainwater harvesting, 

with no ongoing charges; 

* One yearôs business mentoring 

from a sector expert; 

* No-cost labour via regular volunteer 

work days organised by the Co-

operative; 

* Ongoing support  and advice regarding 

business planning, grant application s and 

planning conditions/permission;  

* Opportunities for mutual support and 

collaboration through our cluster model; 

and 

* Brand association, trust and credibility.  
 

 

 
ά¢ƘŜ 9[/ Ƙŀǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ 

us as new entrants into 

farming to start up a 

small-scale agricultural 

business. The support 

that the ELC has offered 

has enabled us to 

concentrate fully on 

getting the farm up and 

running, whilst providing 

security and advice 

which I feel is invaluable, particularly as we have 

ǘǿƻ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦέ 

Alex Wilson, Greenham Reach Smallholder 
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CASE STUDY  

Greenham Reach 

Our co-operativeôs first project is a cluster of three affordable smallholdings for new 

entrants to ecological agriculture. It is in the parish of Holcombe Rogus, Mid Devon.  

 

A 5-year temporary planning permission was 

granted for the project on 18th April 2013.  

The permission allows us to use our 22 acre 

greenfield site for three farm businesses including 

constructing a barn, track and three temporary 

residential agricultural workersô dwellings, each 

tied to an agricultural holding of between 5.5 and 

8.5 acres (i.e. one dwelling for each smallholding). 

 
We offered the smallholdings on long-term tenure 

to three ecological food and herb producers, 

subject to compliance with a rigorous whole-site 

management plan. Although each smallholding 

operates as a separate business, the Co-operative 

has overall responsibility for compliance with  

the terms of both the management plan and 

the planning conditions, and we work with the 

smallholders to ensure that this is achieved. 

 
The smallholdings were offered with the 

infrastructure listed above plus a package of 

support which has so far included: a year of 

advice from a farm mentor; quarterly work 

weekends where our Co-operativeôs supporters 

and members volunteer on the smallholdings; 

and assistance with planning applications, farm 

business planning, and grant applications which 

have raised money to provide a bore hole to 

supplement the water supply, a wind turbine and 

a food preparation kitchen. The holdings were 

sold for £72,000 with two now purchased 

outright and one under a rent -to- buy agreement; 

on this plot the smallholders needed just £14,400 

as a down payment, buying the remaining 

portion, with interest, incrementally over 25 

years. 

 
The Co-operative will apply for permanent 

planning permission when the current temporary 

permission expires in 2018. 

 
 

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ 

to do this for years, 

but there are a lot of 

hurdles. Thanks to the 

9[/Ωǎ ƘŜƭǇ ƛƴ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ 

and negotiating some 

of these, we are now 

here doing it. .. 

 

Living on the land means that the work of growing 

food, looking after our livestock and managing the 

ƭŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

lives, making it more sustainable, enjoyable and 

possiōƭŜΦ LǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƭƻǾŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ 

Despite relevant training, skills and experience, 

without the ELC, financially and legally we might 

never have managed to access land to farm and 

live in the low impact 

ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƴƻǿ ŀǊŜΦέ 

wǳǘƘ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ DǊŜŜƴƘŀƳ Reach Smallholder 
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Franc hise options  

Our tenure options are an outcome of the desire to 

make our smallholdings as accessible (affordable) 

as possible, and the need to create a sustainable 

business model. In each case, the governing 

document is an agricultural lease with a 150 year 

duration but with restrictions on transfer to 

maintain affordability. This combines incentives 

to make long term investments that are 

permanently embedded in a local, co-operative 

economy. We have developed three tenure 

options, so that prospective stewards have a 

model well suited to their circumstances:  

 

* Initial premium: An initial lump s um is 

followed by small service charges. This 

model suits smallholders with some 

savings or existing property equity. The 

Co-operative benefits from this tenure 

model as it allows us to immediately 

realise the capital invested in the 

smallholdingôs development, which can 

then be reinvested into developing future 

sites. To date, two of our three existing 

smallholdings have followed this model.  

 

* Twenty five year investment scheme: This 

model involves a much reduced premium 

(typically 20%),  followed by a low 

monthly charge during the first five years, 

then a higher charge for a further twenty 

years; after which only service charges are 

payable.  

 

This suits smallholders who want the 

security of a long-term leasehold, and have 

a reliably profitable farm business model, 

but who lack the capital to buy the lease 

outright. If the smallholder wishes to 

transfer the lease to someone else during 

the twenty year period, they can withdraw a 

portion of the payments made to date, 

reflecting the value of the work they have 

done establishing the holding. The Co-

operative benefits from this tenure model 

as it allows us to consider a wider pool of 

applicants. To date, one of our three 

smallholdings have been sold with a twenty 

five year investment arrangement. 

 

* Ongoing monthly charge with risk sharing: 

We have not yet offered our smallholdings 

with fixed monthly charges but we plan to 

do so within the period covered by this 

business plan. This is the most accessible 

option, of interest to those looking for a 

first experience of managing a small-scale 

sustainable farming enterprise without 

being ólocked intoô higher payments, and/or 

without the savings or access to capital 

needed to pay an initial premium. An 

element of the monthly charge is variable 

to allow for farm businesses to pay more or 

less depending on their profitability. The 

Co-operative benefits from this tenure 

model as it gives us a long-term source of 

regular income. Typical payments have 

been set within our financial forecasts at 

£400 per month, rising with inflation.  

 
Cost to Smallholders  

The costs to smallholders break down into the 

following:  

The upfront cost of lease: the ópremiumô. This 

is set in this business plan at £22,000 for rent - 

to-buy and £110,000 for an outright leasehold 

sale. However, the final amount we will charge 

depends on the actual costs of producing the 

holdings, including the costs to the Co-

operative of borrowing the money to cover 

expenditure. These projected costs are set out 

below in the Plan for Growth section. There is 

no upfront cost for rental properties.  
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The ongoing costs of lease: This is the rent 

paid on rent -to-buy holdings and rent paid 

on rental properties. During  the first five 

years, rent-to-buy rent represents interest ï 

at 6% ï on the portion of the holding not 

purchased. After the first five years this rises 

to allow for capital payments. On a holding 

valued at £110,000, payments would total 

£430 and then £625 per month. Rental 

holdings have been calculated at £400 per 

month, rising annually with the Consumer 

Price Index. There are no ongoing costs of 

lease on outright sales. 

Other ongoing costs: Our co-operative also 

needs to pass on the costs of insuring any 

shared infrastructure and l and, and to 

maintain shared infrastructure. We also need 

to cover the costs of monitoring the site 

(biodiversity survey fees, water and soil 

testing, traffic monitoring, etc.) and for the 

staff time in providing business  

and planning support to the smallho lders. In 

this business plan, these costs have been set 

as follows: 

* Insurance: £150 per site per year 

(based on quote from our existing 

insurer).  

* Maintenance: Not included, these 

will be passed on as and when they 

are incurred.  

* Site monitoring: Capped at £400 per 

year (base year 2014), rising with 

inflation, on each  smallholding.  

* Support: Set at £650 per holding per 

year but decreasing to £0 over 10 years. 

This reflects the fact that smallholders 

will  need less business and planning 

support as they become established. 

 

Smallholder Selection  

 

In 2016 we carried out an open online survey to 

find out more about the needs and expectations 

of potential smallholders. 277 individuals and 

families responded to the survey identifying 

themselves as people who genuinely want to 

start their own ecological farm business and 

answering a wide range of questions about their 

current situation, their income and means,  their 

experience and the type of business they would 

like to set up. 23%, or 64 people, indicated that 

they would l ike to set up their business within 

one year. 66% of respondents were between 25 

and 44 years old and 63% were couples, 50% of 

which had children. Over 150 of the 

respondents had farming experience with 23% 

working in farming for over 5 years.  

 

The inform ation generated by this survey will 

enable us to plan for the needs of future 

smallholders and we will carry out focus groups 

in 2017 to assist us in developing a smallholder 

selection process that will find the right people 

and small farm businesses for our sites. 

 
 
 

Costs per smallholding Costs for Greenham Reach Projected new site costs 

Upfront cost of lease £72,000 (outright leasehold sale 

price) or 

£14,400 (rent-to-buy deposit) 

£110,000 (outright leasehold sale 

price) or 

£22,000  (rent-to-buy deposit) 

Ongoing cost of lease £288 PCM (rent-to-buy rental 

payment*) 

£430 PCM (rent-to-buy rental 

payment*) or 

£400 PCM (monthly payment for 

rental plots 

Site monitoring costs £400 PA (2014 base year) £400 PA plus  inflation 

Smallholder support costs N/A £650 PA decreasing to £0 over 

10 years 

*Initial rental payment in first 5 years of lease, i.e. before start of capital payments.  
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Alternative Routes  

There are two main alternative routes for 

land workers to acquire a smallholding in 

England without the help of the Co-

operative: 

Buy an existing plot: Suitably sized 

parcels    of land with residential planning 

permission do occasionally come up for sale. 

Our market  survey shows that a 5 acre plot 

with residential planning permission will sell 

for upwar ds of £225,000. This compares 

with our projected price of £110,000 which 

includes, on top of land and planning, the 

benefits and utilities outlined on page 7. 

Buy a potential plot: People can, of course, 

themselves buy bare agricultural land 

(currently at c. £8,000 per acre), apply for 

planning permission, and (if successful) invest 

in developing their own infrastructure. This 

process requires considerable time (in our 

experience, often upwards of 5 years), money 

(professional planning consultants change 

£60ï100 per hour), and planning expertise, 

and for the reasons highlighted under Key 

Drivers  (above) holds a significant risk of 

failure in the planning stage.  

We believe that our model substantially mitigates 

many of the barriers faced by land workers engaged 

in either of the two routes above. Through our 

commitment to affordability and the protection of 

the agricultural tie built into our lease agreement 

we can deliver holdings at a price point far below 

market value. 

 
Smallholder Viability  

It is critical that our smallholders are able to 

run financially sustainable businesses. Financial 

viability is a significant issue for small -scale 

ecological producers as with all new businesses; 

of note is the fact that half of new businesses fail 

in the first five years across all sectors. 

 
In 2010 we commissioned research into the viability 

of ecological holdings on less than 10 acres. The 

report, Small is Successful, was published in 2011. 

This study of eight enterprises found smallholder 

annual wages to be in the range of £12,000 

ï £16,000 on established holdings. (It is worth 

noting that smallholders typically enjoy a low cost 

of living, with reduced utilities costs and the input 

of goodwill labour, and often derive a significant 

proportion of their subsistence needs directly from  



ELC Business Plan Update 2017-2020 ω 12 
 

 

 
 
 
 
the land.) This finding has informed our model; we 

have developed our business plan so that we can 

deliver smallholdings at a price that relates to this 

typical income range. 

 
We will continue to gather data on smallholder 

incomes and look for ways in which we can support 

our smallholders in meeting their financial targets.  

 
Small is Successful can be downloaded free of 

charge from our website: www.ecologicalland.coop. 

 

 
Protecting Sm allholdings  

We are entirely committed to protecting our 

smallholdings for agricultural and ecological use, 

and as affordable in perpetuity:  

* Affordability is protected through the 

use of a re-sale formula in the leasehold 

agreement. At the point of sale, the value 

of the holding is calculated by 

multiplying the initial premium by the 

Consumer Price Index, plus the value of 

improvements made to the holding.  This 

approach ensures that smallholders are  

 

 

 

compensated for their efforts, while  

maintaining the affordability of the 

holdings for future land workers.  

* Agricultural use is also protected through 

the lease, which requires that each 

smallholding household have at least one 

full time equivalent working on their 

holding. Holdings cannot be sublet.  

* The smallholders are bound by both the 

lease and planning conditions to a 

comprehensive and rigorous whole-site 

management plan which requires, 

amongst other things, that the 

smallholdings are managed ecologically. 

Performance against this plan is 

monitored annuall y. Years 1, 2 and 3  

monitoring report s can be downloaded 

from our website: 

www.ecologicalland.coop. 

 
If a smallholder is found in breach of the terms of 

their lease then fellow members of the Co-operative 

will work with them to get back on track. If the 

smallholder is not willing or able to address the 

breach, the Co-operative has the ultimate recourse 

of requiring the smallholder to sell the smallholding 

back to the Co-operative, to be used by another. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  Apple trees at Steepholding 

 

Small is 
Successful 

 
 

http://www.ecologicalland.coop/
http://www.ecologicalland.coop/
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Site Selection and Acquisition  
 

We have successfully purchased our second site of 18.5 acres for developing into 

ecologically managed smallholdings in Arlington, East Sussex. We are now seeking 

planning permission to develop the site into a new cluster of three smallholdings. As 

we go to press we have also identified a number of potential sites for our third 

purchase as part of our work to create around twenty ecological smallholdings 

between now and 2020. 

 

We select sites based on a set of criteria relating 

to: aspect; water; soil; visual amenity; access; 

markets; local context; local amenities and 

transport links; cost of land; and size of site. The 

work of acquiring our first site, and connections 

with  those purchasing land for smallholdings 

means we now have a fair understanding of the 

land purchase market. Our current area of focus 

is in the south of England, but future projects 

could potentially be located anywhere in England. 

This geographical catchment gives us scope to 

select from a large pool of possible land to secure 

the most suitable sites. We look for land through: 

local contacts; land agents; estate agents; and 

auctioneers. We are familiar with the national 

planning policy context; local plan ning policy 

extremely rarely strays far from national policy 

and the policies of other planning authorities. We 

are also keen to seek out subsidised or donated 

land and will make this part of ou r work going 

forward.  

 

Arlington, East Sussex  
Our second site is an 18.5 acre field on the southern 

edge of the East Sussex village of Arlington in the 

Weald. Previously rented for maize production, we 

are proposing that the field be used for three 

ecological horticultural or mixed holdings. The site 

is well position ed to markets, with three local 

weekly farmers' markets and a host of local tourist 

businesses to supply into. It is just over 2 miles 

from the A27, connecting the site to Lewes, 

Brighton and Eastbourne. 

 

We have held two community meetings to talk with 

local residents about our proposed development. 

We have been met with both support and naturally, 

concerns. Concerns so far have predominately been 

that of the visual impact of the residents' 

temporary accommodation. We were invited into 

discussions with Arl ington Parish Council who 

have asked us for some additions and changes to 

our plans, most of which we're happy to say we've 

been able to accommodate. 

We have now submitted our planning application 

and are awaiting the outcome of the decision making 

process.  More information about this process and 

updates on our progress can be found on our 

website: 

 

www.ecologicalland.coop  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A map of the field south of Copyhold Cottages, Arlington 

 
 
 άbƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦƻǊǘǳnes 
more ς very much for the better! ς than land reform; use of 
land for the public good, and the good of the biosphere; 
transfer of ownership and control from corporates and far-
flung landowners, to communities.  

 
Above all, this would allow us to re-create a form of farming ς 
ά9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ ς designed expressly to provide us 
all with good food, without cruelty or injustice or destroying 
wildlife; farming that requires a reversion ς in modern form! ς 
primarily to small, mixed, low-input  farms, answerable to 
local people. This requires a whole new generation of farmers 
ǿƘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƭƛƪŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǊŜŀǘ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ ōƛƎ 
business. The social, nutritional, gastronomic, environmental - 
and in the end financial - advantages would be huge. In 
Britain, the Ecological Land Cooperative is seeking, bit by bit, 
by democratic means, to bring about the necessary reform. 
IŜǊŜ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘΣ 
now and ς especially ς for the long-ǘŜǊƳ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦέ 
 
Colin Tudge, Real Farming Trust, March 2017
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Organisational History  

We are the only organisation in  England to offer affordable residential  smallholdings  for 

ecological land users. Over the last ten years our co-operative has developed a unique 

model for producing smallh oldings and protecting them for ecological agriculture and 

affordability.  Our first cluster of smallholdings continue to develop into successful farm 

businesses and we have applied for planning permission for our second cluster of three 

affordable, ecologically managed smallholdings. 
 
 

 

Our 2011 report Small is Successful examined the 

economics of eight smallholdings with ecological 

land-based businesses on ten acres or less. The 

report was extremely well received, being included 

in the Research Council UKôs publication Big 

Ideas for the Future showcasing ñUK research 

that will have a profound effect on our  futureò. 

It was endorsed and promoted by a number of 

organisations including the Soil Association and 

the Transition Network and attracted praise 

from several prominent and independent  experts 

including Professors Tim Lang and Jules Pretty 

OBE. The authors were asked to give a number 

of presentations including to the All Party 

Parliamentary Group on Agroecology. 

 
In 2014 we established an advice and support 

charity, the Ecological Land Trust. We have 

historically advised between 40 to 50 smallholders, 

small farmers, agricultural students and community 

food groups annually. 

 
In 2015 we launched a comprehensive web resource 

based on a review of research into ecological 

agriculture in the UK, titled the UK Agroecology 

Review. The resource is well maintained and has 

received positive feedback from organisations 

including Funding Enlightened Agriculture (FEA), 

Garden Africa, Organic Lea, and the Permaculture 

Association. It was featured on the Food 

Climate Research Network (FCRN) website. 

 

We regularly contribute to policy and practice 

debates at events such as the Oxford Real Farming 

Conference. We also make representations to 

lobby for policy change; for example, in 2013 we 

contributed to Mid Devon District Councilôs Local 
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Plan by making a representation at the Local Plan 

hearing. This led to significant alteration of their 

policy on agricultural workersô dwellings. Our 

growing body of practical evidence in support of 

small-scale low-impact farming, both through the 

Small is Successful report, the UK Agroecology 

Review, and our flagship project at Greenham 

Reach directly informs and contributes to the 

wider agro-ecology movement. 

 
We have gained recognition as a successful and 

innovative social enterprise. In addition to UK 

Research Councilôs commendation of our 2011 

report Small is Successful, we have enjoyed the 

following:  

* 2015: Ranked 4 of 1,143 social enterprises 

in  the RBS SE100 index (UK). We were 

also ranked No 1 for our sector and No 2 

for our region.  

* 2014: SE Assist award; £48,000 Big 

Potential grant; and named as the top 

social enterprise in South East in the RBS 

SE100 Index annual snapshot. 

* 2010: Short-listed for Untld Level 2 award.  

 
We have received a range of support and 

endorsements from well-respected organisations 

and individuals working across a variety of sectors 

(see Supporters and Media section). 

άLΩƳ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale 

farmer in northeast Somerset. With the help of the 

ELC I obtained temporary planning permission for an 

agricultural residence on my holding in 2013 which has 

enabled me to recommit to my farm business and plan 

for its long-term future. The ELC were helpful in many 

ways throughout my planning application process: I 

found the 9[/Ωǎ own planning experience at Greenham 

Reach and its publications such as Small Is Successful of 

great help in formulating my thoughts about how best 

to present my planning case, augmented by various 

telephone conversations with Zoe Wangler in which her 

wide knowledge of rural planning and the small-scale 

farming scene in Britain gave me further useful insights. 

Zoe kindly spoke at my planning appeal hearing and 

was able to put my case into this wider ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦέ 

Chris Smaje, Vallis Veg. 
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Organisational Structure  

Legal Structure and Membership 

Our Co-operative is a membership organisation: on joining, members become part of the 

group of people who collectively own the Co-operative and decide how it should be run.  
 
 

Our members can stand for election to the Board 

of Directors, attend and vote at our AGM, elect 

directors, and (through the Board of Directors 

and decisions passed at our AGM) decide how the 

organisation should be run. The Ecological Land 

Co-operative is registered with the FCA (Financial 
Conduct Authority) as a community benefit society 
(registered number: 30770R). 

 
Ours is a multi -stakeholder Co-operative. We have 

three types of membership each of which share a 

proportion of voting rights:  

* Investor Members have invested 

money in the Co-operative, share 25% 

of voting  rights and receive returns  on 

their  investment.  We currently have 119 

Investor Members holding £338,312 in 

shares. 

* Worker Members are those people 

that work for the Co-operative. Like 

Investor Members, they also share 25% 

of voting  rights.  Worker Members  are 

employees and volunteers that work  at 

least 15 days each year. We currently 

have eight Worker Members. 

* Steward Members are ecological land 

managers and share the remaining 50% of 

voting rights. Votin g rights were awarded 

primarily to  Steward Members as they are 

the principal  beneficiaries but often do not 

have the time to both run their 

smallholding and serve on the Board of 

Directors. This category of membership was 

designed principally  for  the Co-operativeôs 

smallholders but  can be applied for  by 

qualified ecological land users who do not  

farm  one of our smallholdings. We 

currently have 22 Steward Members. 

 
We have a high level of member involvement and 

participation. AGM turnouts are typically good,  

with 20% of members attending in 2016. 

Members have historically been involved in 

producing our annual social accounts, and 

practical involvement is encouraged through our 

popular programme of volunteer workdays. We 

keep members up to date with work progress 

through the distribution of regular e -newsletters 

and through social media. 

 

We have a strong team of directors and staff. You 

will find out more about them in the following 

pages. 

 

The Co-operative uses contractors for financial 

examinations, ecological surveys and 

footprinting, and to provide advice to 

smallholders. We are also supported by 

volunteers, including researchers who maintain 

the agro-ecology resources on our website. 

 

 

 

Living Lightly  

 

At £13.29 per hour the Co-operative pays all staff  
over the living wage. All staff are paid at the same 
rate, and wherever possible, we seek consultants 
who are willing to work at this  hourly rate.  

A practice of living lightly is embedded into  our 
organisational  culture:  we seek to minimise our 
impact, for  example through selecting train travel 
over private car use, and sourcing green electricity. 
Where possible we support other co-operatives 
and organisations who have high standards in 

social and environmental  responsibility.  We 
produce annual social accounts which can be found 
on our website: 

www.ecologicalland.coop

http://www.ecologicalland.coop/
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Directors and Staff 

Skill, Experience and Passion 

Our Co-operative devolves the day to day running of the organisation to the board of 

directors and the staff team. This team has a wealth of talent, experience and 

commitment relevant to the work of the Co -operative.  
 
Executive Board Members  

Zoe Wangler   
Director - Planning  

Zoeôs work focuses on the key 

business development 

function of mak ing planning 

applications, taking in all 

aspects of the process from 

community consultation to understanding the 

nuances of planning law relating to low impact 

developments. Zoeôs groundbreaking work for 

the Co-operative has been commended by 

many. Zoe has previously worked as a freelance 

environmental researcher with clients including 

Friends of the Earth, the Food Commission and 

the National Consumer Council. 

 

Oliver Rodker  

Director ïSite Development 

Oliôs spends much of his time 

looking for suitable la nd for 

low impact developments. Oli 

is embedded in the UK land 

movement and is a key 

member of the Landworkersô Alliance. Over the 

last twenty years Oli has worked on a variety of 

projects and environmental campaigns. He co-

founded Equinox Housing Co-op in Manchester 

and Landmatters Co-op, a 42 acre permaculture 

community in Devon. He is a director of Knott 

Wood Coppicers, a workersô co-op specializing in 

woodland management and tree planting. 

 

 

Cate Chapman  

Director ï Outreach 

Cateôs works to build and 

maintain our relationships with 

a range of organisations to 

ensure we are connected to 

others who can inform and 

support our work. Cate has previously worked in 

the student union movement and brings a wealth 

 

 

of experience from her freelance work as a copy 

writer and editor. Cate has had her own writing 

published in several books and anthologies. 

 
Non -Executive Board Members  
 

Alex Lawrie  

Director - Smallholder Liaison  

Alex is a co-operative 

development worker for 

Somerset Co-operative Services 

CIC. Before joining SCS he co-

founded Stepping Stones and 

Cornerstone Housing co-ops, Footprint Workersô 

Co-op and Somerset Co-op CLT. He is the author 

of Empowering the Earth  and Simply Finance . 

 

Holger Westphely - Treasurer   

Holger is one of the co-founders 

of Eastside Consulting, and works 

at the Charities Aid Foundation 

where he has advised hundreds of 

social organisations over the last 

10 years on finance, strategy and 

business planning. More recently Holger has 

focused on social investment and impact 

measurement, helping clients demonstrate                     

their impact to investors and commissioners.  

 

Dave Darby - Chair   

Dave is director of 

Lowimpact.org. He is passionate 

about living lightly on the earth 

and brings a long term vision of 

the potential to create lasting 

change in the way we live.  

 

The Finance Committee  

The Co-operativeôs governance also includes a 

Finance Committee, with primary responsibility 

for accounting decisions and financial monitoring. 

Zoe Wangler, Holger Westphely, Cate Chapman 

currently sit on the Finance Committee. 
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The Staff Team  

Another area where we have successfully 

implemented the 2015 plan is in developing our 

staff team to meet the challenges of growing our 

organisation. Working alongside our directors, we 

have a talented group of part-time staff supported 

by a full-time operations manager.  

 

Sonia Sinanan   

Operations Manager   

Sonia is responsible for the day 

to day running of the Co-

operative. She has over 25 

years of experience in 

operations, administration, 

financial and pr oject management, 

communications and IT in the not -for-profit 

sector, and has worked at a senior management 

level for the last 15 years. She has worked 

collectively in a number of organisations, has co-

founded a successful charity where she was 

director of  operations for 10 years, a trustee and 

board chair. Sonia has also worked at Comic 

Relief, and was deputy CEO at the Association of 

Charitable Foundations. 

 

David Saunders  

Arlington Site Manager  

David is an experienced land 

manager and timber building 

enthusiast, working in Sussex. 

He works closely with Zoe to 

progress work at our Arlington 

site. David has pioneered many small woodland 

initiatives in his time and is well connected with 

landowners, contractors and builders with an 

interest in sustainable development, both in the 

UK, and elsewhere in Europe. As well as owning 

and managing 20 acres of woodland near Lewes, 

David also lectures at Plumpton College, 

University of Brighton.  

 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

Devon exampleΣ DǊŜŜƴƘŀƳ wŜŀŎƘΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9[/ ǘŜŀƳΧ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 

impressed me about ELC is how competent and good 

the team are. And I was impressed with their 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘǊƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦέ 

From an interview with Paul Lovatt Smith, Smallholder and 

ELC Investor  

 

Johnny Denis   

Funding Support Coordinator  

Johnny has about 30 yearsô 

experience in starting and 

supporting co-ops, social 

enterprises, projects and 

programmes in the community 

and public sectors. Johnny is a 2016 Fellow of the 

Finance Innovation Lab and Board Member and 

Manager of The Fuel Co-op.  

 

Lauren Simpson  

Communications  

Social media enthusiast and 

documentary film producer, 

Lauren produced the acclaimed 

independent cinematic 

documentary Just Do It - a tale of 

modern-day outlaws released in 2011. As well as 

her role with the Co-operative she works as the 

Office Manager for The Bureau of Investigative 

Journalism and as Production Manager at 

Dartmouth Films in London.  

 

Phil Moore  

Communications  

Phil is passionate about 

communications. A former 

staffer at the Ecologist Magazine, 

he has written for many 

publications including 

Permaculture Magazine UK. A documentary film -

maker, Phil has also worked for a number of 

organisations including ActionAid, The 

Enviro nmental Law Foundation, The 

Environmental Justice Foundation and the 

Sheffield Documentary Film Festival. Phil, 

alongside Lauren, produced the free to view online 

series, Living with the Land . 

 

 

 

Smallholders  

 

We have a waiting list of over 250 people who have 

expressed a serious interest in becoming stewards 

of our low impact , ecologically managed 

smallholding s. This makes us even more 

determined to fulfill our mission to provide 22 

farms by 2020. 




