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Researcher: So tell me about GROW and the work that you do?

Participant:  So, grow is a small charity based in North Belfast … erm… it’s going about 7 years and originally I started because I had suffered from anxiety and depression myself (published with permission) and my mother- in- law sort of said ‘go and get your hands dirty’ and I thought well that won’t pay my mortgage but I did it anyway and when I did that I, erm…saw the opportunity to give other people the chance to get this thing maybe growing some food. Erm…I didn’t know the name at that stage but there is now a name called community gardening where working together in a community growing food.

Researcher: Was that from here or it originated somewhere…

Participant: Erm… The name seems to be across the world now in America and whatever but community gardens come in all shapes and sizes and some, so, they can be very different with different models. So place like Ballymena, the Women’s Institute maybe could have a little space and they say or the volunteers may say let’s grow some stuff and we sell it for the church and that’s a community garden but that is an area where maybe they are very well-to-do and they are well organised and they don’t need a lot of support and they can make it happen. In other areas like North Belfast which has suffered from a lot of deprivation, is very poor and is a very divided community because of the troubles and more divided than any other part of the city. Erm… space is very much contested and I think community garden in North Belfast was not as easy task. So Grow started with just me, part time volunteering and now is 3 people, myself, a development worker and an admin finance person all part time but we have 20 volunteers which is amazing and I didn’t know about volunteers. I thought volunteers were kind of middle class well off ‘do gooders’ but actually I’m a big convert to volunteering. So, the way we operate is that erm… we don’t just, a lot of community gardens are set up in Belfast by the city council but they have gone and put a lot of money into setting them up and they might put as much as £200,000 into setting them up and then they walk away thinking that it will work by itself and quite a lot of them have closed down or they are been turned into…erm… demolished. We are the only community garden in Belfast that has never been vandalised and there is a reason for that. So we started off from just growing some stuff and we got one site at the top of a local park. We don’t take any space away from the park because we think open space is very important but it was a space where there was a lot of petrol bombs and they had created a ‘no man’s land’ so that petrol could not reach the houses. So we then advertised in the paper we wanted to reach people who were not involved in community work at all or not involved in the community and I went round knocking on doors and doctors surgeries. And it’s very important how you communicate, right, speaking to your communication idea. Erm… so I said ‘how I’m I going to advertise this opportunity’. So we have evolved a lot from when we started and it’s through working together and I didn’t know how long we will work together or if we will have the same people every week, what way we will do it, erm.. but my mother-in-law is a very clever woman who is now 83 and I sought her advice on how to communicate this healthy, this option which would be good to raise well-being both mentally and physically and so our advertisement was very important and I’ll give you a copy of our first advert and it was…the first one we got funding from a big lottery and we didn’t say are you depressed or are you anxious because if it had said that I wouldn’t have joined it. So we said from April to September Grow will be running a weekly gardening session with our organic (inaudible) , relax in your organic garden which you and others will create,  it’s very much we are doing it to them it’s we are doing it together  and forget the credit crunch and enjoy the carrot crunch (laughs) that was my mother-in-law’s line…and it says for 3 hours a week. Growing in a sustainable way, organically, no previous experience required, and so forth. We are model, the Grow model, is that we have a community gardener who has got mixed skills but main skill is communication skills and the second, good communication facilitation and people skills, and then growing skills. So every week our sites, we now have 3 different sites, we run 4 sessions, we bring people together from hopefully from very representative of communities and I think we might have maybe 9 nationalities; that is very important to us. We have working class, middle class, gay, straight, catholic, protestant, representation from minority groups, we want to make it , if you include a lot of people you want to show  that you practice what you preach and so we try to show and encourage diversity  in our board, in our staff, in our volunteers. So we do a lot of work behind the scenes and not the obvious to people and I think that’s the part of our success of what we do. So we started off with growing and we took a part of land, and I remember we had the BBC to do a report to say we’ve got the funding and they said ‘you are going to start a community garden in here’ and I said ‘yes’ she said ‘good luck with it!’ (Laughs)

Researcher: Did you call them back?

Participant: Good point! Well there was a programme made afterwards. So…yea…15 to 20 people plus, then the community gardener who leads the sessions plus now which has developed 3 volunteers who have some responsibilities. It’s not about us and I say I don’t know anything about gardening or food and I do know a bit but it’s about spreading the message, you know as much as I know. We have two brilliant non-nationals involved and there is something there about food that breaks barriers for me it’s a great leveller. So our model is the community gardener at the beginning of the season January/ February get together with the volunteers and end of season we do, or I do a thing like what did we do well, what worked well , what didn’t work well, what do we want to change  and what do we want more of? And we take that and plan for next year and we plan what we are going to grow. So it’s foods like vegetables, flowers which have become a big thing and herbs. So during the growing season almost every week people take home vegetables and a lot of people have no gardens here. It not just about that, it’s the company, the sense of community. If you are not involved in church or you don’t have children there are very few opportunities to engage with people so the 3 sites, one is like near a fold for older people and that is completely different; it’s where they live, it’s their home, we are actually completing an evaluation at the moment for that. Cooking food, thinking about food has become a part of what we do, so we set up a camp kitchen and we cook a lot of these produce that come from the garden there and then or we have no facility for cooking so we have gone to community centre now each group have come together and have done a 3 course meal and have dined together. I would say that I and Grow is very conscious of not preaching at people. Do you know what I mean?

Researcher: Yes…

Participant: I’ve come across a certain type of middle class persons that like to tell some working class people how to eat, that’s okay if you have money, it is cheaper to go if you want to see poor people and people who are buying food that is not good for them go to Iceland. It is £1, £1.50 to buy a meal; you don’t have to have the oven on for an hour. There are a lot of people who cannot afford the heat to make good dinner and then there are a lot of people who do not have the skills because it has been lost but I’m really keen that we don’t preach at people you know it’s easy for me I don’t know your situation how can I tell what is good for you. So it’s not a simple making, I think a lot of government bodies have done around  healthy eating is they’ve made a plate, oh ‘jeez’ …oh don’t talk to me…I mean I don’t know how much money we’ve spent on that. So Grow will never want to be really big we are going to stay in North Belfast, we are going to do interesting things around food and on cooking, on community and education and sustainability and we talk about the environment and we talk about sustainable food but it’s talks we have around tea and it’s the kind of stuff where you listen to each other and you don’t bring people around the classroom and tell them this is how you should do it. I mean people are clever but we need to listen to them and understand and what their issues are around food. I know the Public Health Agency; do you know the Public Health Agency?

Researcher: Yes.

Participant: Well I know they run a programme called ‘Cook It’ and they also run...now I saw that programme  about 3 years ago, I was at the little training session that they were doing, it was so boring, it would turn me off food! You have to engage, people have to be excited, people have to go, Oh! (Gasp) and the other thing that would make Grow different from the other organisations, I don’t know if it’s just the people or our ethos, we erm…nothing is impossible, so we forage for food, we’ve had elderberry champagne, we cook outside and hear stories from people about food  so it’s really interesting. So we don’t think this people are older well some of them and that we will treat them like that. A lot of what has come from the government in terms of trying help people think about healthy ways of life all of that has been too preachy and it turns people off. If you get people involved even those that have never gardened – I mean there is a quote from X, one of the members who is 90  who says ‘I never thought I’d be down on my knees, digging in the dirt’ and helped her deal with something personal. But there is a lot of management that goes on, we have had to deal with homophobia, racism, I mean you get a group of people together you get everything, it’s how you handle it and if you can use it for learning. We try to; I try to squeeze every learning opportunity and reflect on it. Culturally we try to hide our mistakes and it’s very hard to say I don’t know if that works well, what are your thoughts?  Big cultural thing so that’s all part of Grow. I’m sorry but it’s an introduction and a lot of what you will ask me put together, I just need to go out for a meeting that’s why I saying all that…so go on with your other questions perhaps I have not spoken about.

Researcher: Sure. Maybe if you could tell me what is your organisation’s interpretation of sustainable food consumption…?
Participant: Can I ask you something?
Researcher: Aha, go ahead.

Participant: Why have you called them consumers? 
Researcher: By consumer I mean anyone who purchases goods or services for use, you know for personal use.

Participant: Sure everyone is a consumer?

Researcher: Sure, yes everyone who consumes, I suppose is a consumer…

Participants: Well, can I say I really don’t like the word consumer really because it’s a passive term and the world can be divided into producers and consumers. I don’t like that…it can go against my social ideals, erm…that’s what socialists would fight against. So I would just say people…

Researcher: Ok, sure if that’s how you perceive them, yes that’s ok then let’s call them people.

Participant: Sure. Great. There we go. So the people we work with in North Belfast. So I would even call ourselves professional organisation I would say, erm…are we providing a service, are we slightly different on that. I mean…so it’s no big deal I mean, just the word put me off …because we all produce and we all consume. So, sorry (laughs) ask me the question again and I will change it in my own head.

Researcher:  So I will say then what’s the understanding of people’s sustainable food consumption. The people you are in contact with in Grow?  

 Participant: Well, I can just tell you my reflections from some of the chats I’ve had some of the workshops and some of the feedback. So, sustainable to the people we work with doesn’t mean a lot, I mean mostly, mostly I would say 70% of people we work with are working class just going out making a living, trying to keep a roof over their heads, educate their kids, retire; sustainable might be something to do with well…see I’m even questioning if that’s right. It would be interesting if I had asked some of these questions over the last couple weeks. So, erm…sustainable, I would say certainly  50 to 60% of people would have had some dinner that doesn’t have chemicals or  that maybe air miles or that it’s brought from wherever wouldn’t be that part but erm…doesn’t wreck the land maybe …

Researcher: And seasonal as well maybe?

Participant: I’m not even sure, because seasonal is that it’s up until recently my partner said I wouldn’t get those, they come from, and they’ve flown those from other places. They do talk about it, talk with people who are more interested, we talk about flowers, a lot of flowers are flown from erm… and we talk about that in terms of the employment for developing countries but is it ruining the economy or how does the workers (inaudible). I mean we do have some of those conversations but we only allow them to come naturally. I don’t feel I would represent - I’m only guessing some of the views of some participants and volunteers we work with.

Researcher: But what do people think about then, for example, like when people talk about things being flown in, for example, what do they say?

Participants: I think erm…people are very removed from production food and see it comes from Tesco and even there are you know. We do have conversations especially people of 60 do remember much more about growing food you know or around that they used to get food for their mummy. So there would be an understanding that we have moved away from…erm… but they may know more about it from TV. I mean erm…you know price would maybe be a factor for people and I think if there were better ways of allowing  and enabling people to think about this, there would be better understanding and it would be incorporated into their buying habits for lack of a better word. But they do like to grow, cook and eat local food but I couldn’t tell you more than that.

Researcher: You said you do some partnership with some organisations. What organisations are these?

Participant: We’ve partnered with housing association and that’s proven to be a very productive partnership, erm…because we are looking at food stuff and food education and to be more specifically the kind of stuff you are talking about, so from seasonal food, so actually we are planning to do a lot of that so I think we might do it with young families who have moved into social housing who might not the opportunity otherwise. Erm… like if you think about bread, bread is universal and bread is made too cheaply now. It’s sold cheaper than people bake, the ingredients and the cost of the oven it’s very expensive so we are disabling people actually from cooking; because it’s market driven, it’s the market that is driving a lot of these. 

 Researcher: So what can you push forward in the organisation in order to help people in the understanding…

Participant: Well, erm…we have our vision, aim and sustainability is part of our mission, you know, we are conscious of it even though we don’t push it on people. So, we think we can do an awful lot more and people are interested but it’s the way you do it so I think it’s about connecting people with local. The project is local, they feel valued, they feel they have a voice, two way conversation; it’s not a one way.  So we are trying to keep the project local in North Belfast and we are also going to educate the government. So we hope to be a model of good practice, the participants will tell the story. So we are hoping to do things in practical level, to do more cooking and engage people more in discussion but we also hope to advise and lobby decision makers to do things better in this area. Even if the number is small we think we can have a louder voice.

Researcher: And perhaps the last question before we go, to what extend do people feel they can make a difference you know in terms of sustainable food consumption?

Participant: I’d say it’s down their list. I’d say they don’t …I know in the Republic of Ireland they had a campaign on TV at one stage and it was called ‘The Power of One’. The Power of One, One, and it’s you the one person what it’s going to be if turn off the light. So I think that’s a pretty good campaign and I don’t think they’ve had such a campaign here. Erm… I’ve had various people talk about that, I’ve heard the joke the power of one and it was definitely getting through. You know, you’ve got to find very good, simple messages, keep it really, really, simple like that and combine it with a whole lot of other things. 

Researcher: Thank you very much I know you are conscious of your time but if you think of anything I’d love to receive it.

Participant: Sure, if I do I will let you know.

Researcher: Many thanks.
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