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PEOPLE’S HEALTH TRUST - ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY 
  

Introduction 

This case study explores how local 
people came together to develop 
Brighton Permaculture Trust’s Active 
Communities project, the different 
processes they have put in place for 
collective control, what they have 
delivered and achieved, as part of 
the evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust. The report 
draws on interviews with the project 
team and volunteers, and the 
monitoring information submitted as 
part of the programme’s six monthly 
review cycle.  

About the project 

Brighton Permaculture Trust is a 
charity, set up in 2000, as an ethical 
not-for-profit organisation that 
promotes greener lifestyles and 

sustainable development among 
residents of Brighton and Sussex. 
Permaculture has many different 
definitions but can be seen as a 
toolkit that can be used to make a 
positive difference to the world see 
https://brightonpermaculture.org.uk. 
The Trust’s work covers three main 
themes: permaculture education; 
growing and using fruit and related 
land management; and green 
buildings.  

Launched in January 2013, Racehill 
Community Orchard in Whitehawk, 
East Brighton is one of the Trust’s 
projects and is managed by and for 
local residents. The project is 
delivered in partnership with Racehill 
Community Orchard, the Brighton 
and Hove Food Partnership, 
Serendipity, Brighton and Hove 
Council, and several other small 
voluntary organisations. It is one of  

many small projects that Brighton 
Permaculture Trust leads whilst at 
the same time devolving 
responsibilities and affording local 
people opportunities to shape their 
work.  

The Healthy Activity Days started in 
May 2014 and are based on-site. The 
project is a new idea that built on an 
existing 210-tree community 
orchard, to use the space as a venue 
for Healthy Activity Days that aim to 
improve the health of the local 
population. Local residents came up 
with the idea having previously 
taken part in conservation work and 
were clear about the health benefits 
that being outdoors could bring. The 
idea is that participants have the 
opportunity to connect to other local 
people and be active whilst 
surrounded by nature. They learn 
about how to care for and plant fruit 
trees and give back to their local 
community by improving a beautiful 
community space1. Active 
Communities funding has been used 
to extend existing community 
engagement work, deliver the 
Healthy Activity Days and also to 
repair the on-site shipping container. 
The container houses the tools, 

Brighton Permaculture Trust 
– Healthy Activity Days 
 

https://brightonpermaculture.org.uk/
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provides a space to make tea, and 
offers shelter when inclement 
weather hits the hillside coastal site. 
The shipping container has been 
painted by a local graffiti artist who 
volunteered his time to paint an 
orchard-based mural on the side 
with the help of local young people. 

The project was due to end in late 
May 2016 but has received 
continuation funding from People’s 
Health Trust on the basis of its 

achievements.  

 

Main findings 

 By introducing a new idea to an 
existing community-led project, 
the Healthy Activity Days have 
had a greater impact than 
expected on improved social 
links and ties, improved mental 
health and wellbeing, improved 
sense of community and 
increased use of a public space.  

 The project has introduced 
different processes for collective 
control that are proportionate 
and appropriate to what local 
residents can engage with and as 
a result residents feel a sense of 
ownership for the project that is 
evident in the care they take to 
ensure it is maintained.  

Who is involved?  

The target group is residents of 
Whitehawk, one area experiencing 
the greatest disadvantage in 
Brighton and in the top 5% of most 

deprived wards across England 
according to the Index of Multiple 
Deprivation (IMD)2. Around 20 local 
people attend on a regular basis and 
volunteer. The project has reached a 
total of 158 residents from the 
Whitehawk area of Brighton3, plus 
‘friends of friends’ and people living 
in neighbouring areas.  

The project coordinator spends on 
average one day a week linking with 
community organisations, 
organising events and coordinating 
evaluation activities. She is 
supported by project staff and 
volunteers who help to deliver the 
Healthy Activity Days and deliver 
training sessions. 

Originally, the plan was for the 
project to be led by the community 
but after consulting local residents, 
Brighton Permaculture Trust learnt 
that many people did not want and 
could not commit to formal roles, 
preferring to spend their time on-site 
doing practical activities. Brighton 
Permaculture Trust has since 
provided infrastructure support to 
volunteers and residents who are 
involved in project activities in other 
ways (see outcomes).  

There are a core group of volunteers 
who live locally and support project 
delivery as well as benefiting 
personally from the opportunities on 
offer. They became involved to help 
improve an area which they had 
previously enjoyed having witnessed 
its decline to a “lonely”, “unsafe”, 
“overgrown” and “neglected” space 
over the last two decades. They 
share interests in nature, the 
environment and conservation. 
Some residents had previously used 
the space to grow food on the 
allotment site and to walk their 
dogs.  

One volunteer is now a community 
link worker and is paid to deliver 

sessions having completed relevant 
training. He became involved with 
Racehill Community Orchard after 
learning about the project when 
volunteering for Friends of 
Sheepcoate Valley – another local 
interest group.  

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

As well as providing a range of 
activities, the project presents 
residents with opportunities to make 
a difference to their local 
environment and community. In 
time residents will also benefit from 
the food produce. There are lots of 
ways for local residents to get 
involved, which include: 

 Healthy Activity Days which are 
developed with local residents 
(including fruit growing, fruit-
based cookery workshops); 

 ongoing activities that involve 
the upkeep of the orchard (such 
as clearing broken glass, 
mulching and cutting brambles);  

 training opportunities (for 
example leadership, care of fruit 
trees, bushcraft); and 

 participant-led free choice 
activities that take place at the 
orchard such as dog walking, 
playing and picnics. 

 

 

For many of the volunteers, much of 
their time has been spent helping to 
clear and maintain the orchard and 
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plant new trees. One volunteer spent 
many weekends clearing away 
broken glass to protect the wildlife; 
while another has helped to tackle 
the overgrown brambles.  

“[I] come a few times a year, [I] do the 
mulching and cut the brambles when I 
feel like getting some energy out.” 
(Volunteer) 

The project also offers training 
opportunities. Staff check in with the 
“regulars” to see if they need any 
training, some of which is delivered 
on-site, while other more intensive 
training is delivered at the Stanmer 
Lane site at Stanmer Park. 

The orchard is used by local 
community groups and 
organisations, including schools, a 
care home, and the youth offending 
service, that come to maintain the 
site and enjoy the freedom it offers. 

 

What has the project 
achieved?  

The project has exceeded its target 
of engaging 120 residents4, reaching 
over 350: 158 of whom are residents 
from the eligible Whitehawk 
neighbourhood. Meeting the 
programme’s target of 90% from 
fundable neighbourhoods has been 
challenging (see challenges and how 
these have been overcome) and will 
continue to be so without turning 
people away, which goes against the 
ethos the project has tried to create - 
that everyone is welcome. There 
appears to be “no pattern or 

consistency” to the project’s success 
and reach outside of the core group 
of regular volunteers. Whilst some 
people visit often, quite a lot of 
people only visit once or twice a 
year.  

“[They] all seem to love it. Practically, 
life can get in the way [and stop them 
going there more often].” (Volunteer) 

“[I} see some people walking up here 
everyday. They see the team working 
and they feel comfortable. The newly 
laid paths make the site accessible.” 
(Volunteer) 

The project has a wide appeal, which 
is improving social links and ties 
amongst individuals and groups and 
reducing social isolation. Those 
involved have created a space where 
“everyone is welcome” and the 
orchard is a comfortable place for 
people who are more and less 
confident in social situations. 

“I can go and talk [to other people] 
one-to-one without background noise 
and then I can move on, I like one-to-
one.” (Volunteer)   

For some individuals, the project has 
also had a positive impact on their 
mental health and wellbeing. For 
sixteen years one volunteer was an 
alcoholic and substance abuser. 
Eight years ago he started recovery 
and said that his involvement with 
the orchard (and, more recently, 
Healthy Activity Days) came at the 
right time. He has also been on 
holiday with friends he has made as 
a result of volunteering on the 
project. 

“For my mental health it’s been 
brilliant, [I’ve] grown in confidence, 
I’m an active leader, [The Healthy 
Activity Days] have educated me 
through the different workshops and 
on the social side. It’s been a good 
growth project… [Reflecting on the 

outdoor nature of the project] I don’t 
fare well inside.” (Volunteer) 

Improved health and education 
outcomes were evident for another 
volunteer who joined because she 
was bored and has since begun a 
horticulture course, after being 
inspired by spending time with 
wildlife when helping out at the 
orchard.  

“Being here encouraged me to change 
in what I was doing and to lead a 
much healthier lifestyle. Previously I 
was quite pressured…I never slept 
well, I was an insomniac… [Being 
here] is good for the soul... [There are] 
so many health benefits, [both] 
mental and physical. It is the first time 
I’ve done anything in the countryside. 
[I] feel we naturally work together 
very well. [People] feel more in touch 
with themselves. They chat as they 
are doing things. You can see people 
feel happy here.” (Volunteer) 

The regular volunteers have 
observed some differences in others 
using the space. They described how 
people appear “more chilled 
generally and happy about their 
day”. This observation was said to be 
apparent even in cases where people 
did not necessarily choose to visit 
the site – for example young 
offenders serving community 
sentences.  

Through the range of informal and 
organised activities on offer, the 
project has succeeded in 
strengthening the local community 
and more families are using the 
space as they see it as being a safe 
place. 

“At the start residents didn't use the 
area - now they use it for picnics and 
dog walking. [The project] has 
informally opened the site up. 
[People] stop and chat, it’s helping to 
create [a sense of] community. Before 
the site was characterised by isolation 
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and [there were] no places for people 
to meet, a lack of community 
facilities, no notice board etc. but 
[now] there is a real strong sense of 
community.” (Volunteer) 

Based on the 18 month monitoring 
report, 81% of residents report that 
they are more connected to their 
community after getting involved 
with Racehill Community Orchard. 
The project team said different 
activities attracted different people 
but they have secured long-term 
engagement from a core group of 
volunteers around the initial aims to 
improve the health of the local 
population whilst improving the local 
environment. Most residents (98.38 
%) of residents think the local 
environment has been improved5. 
More generally, people now visit the 
orchard and enjoy being outside.  

“There’s something about being 
outside that brings out the best in 
people.” (Volunteer)  

“It’s nice to see a piece of land [before 
it was overgrown brambles]. I see it as 
a resource with a good vibe that 
people used to enjoy [and now they do 
again].” (Volunteer)  

The public space gain was said to be 
one of the project’s biggest 
outcomes despite this not being an 
explicit project aim. However, to 
achieve the environmental benefits, 
it has been important to engage the 
local community and “dispel myths”.  

“They were worried about 
biodiversity. We got an environmental 
impact assessment done which 
recommended that planting would 
improve biodiversity even though it 
involved the loss of some habitats in 
the short term. There has already 
been a great impact in this regard, the 
short grass supports a variety of 
different species and if it had have 
been left it would have been a 
sycamore woodland. Now birds can 

sweep in and feed on the insects.” 
(Project staff) 

Worries that some of the younger 
residents would destroy the orchard 
have proved to be unfounded 
because they have seen that “people 
put energy and love in - they care for 
and respect the space”, resulting in 
very few problems. 

 

The project is delivering a range of 
different processes for collective 
control but more structured 
processes for collective control have 
not been as successful. There is a 
steering group which meets every 
other month to discuss progress and 
new plans but when people tried to 
set up a community group (covering 
this and wider community activities), 
they found that despite their best 
efforts, no one wanted to be on the 
committee. When talking about 
meetings in general, interviewees 
said: 

“They can be a waste of time and a lot 
of chat.” (Volunteer) 

Nonetheless, within the core group 
of volunteers, a couple of the 20 or 
so regular attendees still continue to 
take part in steering group meetings, 
having gained social and health 
benefits from participating in 
Healthy Activity Days that inspired 
them to get more involved.  

Residents come together in different 
ways to take action and shape 
delivery by choosing what they want 
to do and taking part in sticker 
voting to decide on healthy 
activities. As a result they feel a 
sense of ownership, evident in the 

feedback shared on the day of the 
visit, anecdotal reports of feedback 
from other beneficiaries and the 
continued use of the site.  

“I always say to people that they can 
stay as long or as short as they like – 
We [offer] flexibility and freedom 
which people like and make clear that 
it’s their choice, they are welcome but 
there is no expectation.” (Volunteer)  

In this project, residents are working 
well together without the formality 
of a structured committee and 
regular meetings and it appears that 
the outcome of collective control is 
none the worse for it. 

“At first they [local people] feared 
what was happening and now we 
haven’t heard dissent, they think its 
fab. The community brings 
camaraderie. People have voted with 
their feet. People experiencing 
disadvantage often get things done to 
them, [things which are] not in their 
control.”  (Volunteer) 

“The best practice is that communities 
take projects on and run with them 
but the reality is that people come and 
go. The core organisation helps to 
support and hold the project when 
fluctuations happen. People wouldn’t 
be getting involved if they didn’t feel 
they can influence [the project].” 
(Project staff) 

Support for the project is reflected in 
the care residents take in seeking to 
protect the space. The project team 
said they receive calls if there are any 
concerns about bad behaviour or 
vandalism on site. The extent to 
which the wider community cares for 
the space has been an unexpected 
outcome.  

“I feel like it is a smaller part of a wider 
transformation in Whitehawk.” 
(Volunteer) 
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What has worked well? 

 Offering residents a range of 
ways to be involved through 
collective control; some 
residents want to be told what to 
do, others to take ownership and 
so there needs to be that 
flexibility. 
 

 Allowing decisions to be taken 
on-site whilst activities are 
underway. Giving a practical 
focus helps to take the pressure 
off people who might not want 
to sit and talk, for example 
talking about what is going to 
happen to the fruit whilst 
planting the fruit. 
 

 Linking with specific groups and 
organisations to reach and 
engage more people, 
demonstrate that “anyone is 
welcome and valued” and show 
how they can benefit. The 
project has helped to mediate 
between local young people and 
people who own the remaining 
allotments. Volunteers also 
highlighted how for example, 
links with the local care home for 
people with serious brain injuries 
has helped patients to develop 
their potential and do things 
they did not think they could do.  

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

 Meeting the Active Communities 
criteria for fundable 
neighbourhoods. Residents want 

to develop their social networks 
beyond those living within an 
area of Brighton that 
experiences disadvantage and 
people want to come, which is 
positive. But this is negatively 
affecting progress against the 
outcome of 90% of participants 
from within fundable 
neighbourhoods. The project is 
in discussion with the Trust.  
 

 Managing the physical and 
perceived barriers. Physically, 
the position of the orchard site 
means that sometimes big 
community events have to be 
cancelled in poor weather so the 
team has found it is better to put 
on smaller, more focused events. 
The lack of meeting rooms on or 
near the site can be challenging. 
Residents have to meet in 
venues at the bottom of the 
valley some distance away and 
can be put off making the steep 
climb afterwards to reach the 
orchard. Project staff “need to 
get residents switched on to how 
nice it will be to get outside”. 
Also, some residents are fearful 
of others as a result of gangs and 
local politics which means 
project staff and volunteers have 
to work to overcome related 
challenges.  

 
 Managing expectations within 

the available capacity. In 
response to ideas, the project 
team has tried to introduce new 
things like treasure hunts but 
found they took too long to 
organise within the time 
available. It is important to find a 
balance between what people 
would like to do and what can be 
done with the available 
resources. Similarly, plans for 
evaluation pre-  and post-
engagement proved impractical 
on site so the team now do 

group evaluation as part of 
project activities, alongside “on 
the spot” questionnaires to 
capture views at a point in time. 

The future 

The project secured funding to 
continue beyond May 2016. Having 
completed the wider work of 
clearing and planting at the orchard 
there will be an increased focus on 
sustainable community 
engagement. Plans for the future 
include art workshops and making 
rustic wooden benches, bird boxes 
and bug hotels. The continuation 
funding will cover one regular 
monthly healthy activity session plus 
outreach work on juicing and 
cooking.  
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