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Safer, stronger 
communities
Burnley’s permaculture 
paradise leads the way
Introduction

The Offshoots Permaculture Garden project 
started in May 1997. The project is housed 
in the old walled garden of Towneley Park 
in Burnley, a site which was previously a 
council depot and tree nursery and had 
stood derelict for 10 years. Since 1997 
the project has successfully transformed 
the site into a thriving fruit and vegetable 
garden and training centre. It’s a flagship 
initiative for Groundwork and the region that 
acts as a demonstration centre for sustain-
ability and links the environment with health 
and the skills agenda.

Permaculture (from permanent agriculture 
and permanent culture) is a successful 
approach to designing sustainable environ-
ments which have the diversity, stability and 
resilience of natural ecosystems, whilst also 
providing for the needs of the people who 
use them.  It is based on the philosophy of 
co-operating with nature and caring for the 
earth and its people.”  

Objectives

• To provide a learning environment for  
 local people promoting sustainable  
 practices and permaculture principles
• To create demonstration gardens to   
 promote sustainable land and resource  
 management 
• To encourage local action by  
 making skills, produce and tool loan  
 available through the East Lancashire  
 LETS scheme
• To work co-operatively with other  
 environmental projects in sharing skills,  
 techniques and resources
• To allow full public access to the project  
 and allow the benefits to be enjoyed by  
 all without distinction of race, religion,   
 opinion or sex

• To develop the project within  
 permaculture principles throughout the  
 local area where opportunities arise
• To carry out research into permaculture  
 and related subjects

In addition to demonstrating ecologically 
sound living practices, the project also 
promotes healthy lifestyles and the con-
sumption of healthy food – including via 
the distribution of fresh fruit and vegetables 
through a ‘box’ scheme and via local cafes.

Process and results

The Offshoots Permaculture Garden project 
started in May 1997 as a result of an ‘Intro-
duction to Permaculture’ course organised 
and attended by residents of the local com-
munity. The 12-strong voluntary manage-
ment committee represents a cross section 
of the community from the Mayor through to 
local residents, councillors and user group 
representatives. Groundwork supports the 
committee and carries out day-to-day  
management of the site.

Since 1997 the site has moved from a state 
of complete dereliction to being a high qual-
ity, safe and stimulating environment open 
to the public six days a week. The great 
majority of this work has been carried out 
by volunteers. The site contains many  
different elements and is used for a number 
of different purposes. These include:

Fruit and vegetable growing
At the heart of Offshoots is a 1 acre organic 
fruit and vegetable garden that has been 
developed using permaculture principles. 
There’s a forest garden – including apples, 
pears, plums, medlars, mulberries, hazels, 
gooseberries, raspberries and blackberries,  
and raised vegetable beds, capable of pro-
viding enough fresh weekly veg to support  
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community groups throughout the growing 
season. The production is controlled by 
the four year rotation plan that has been 
developed by our production gardener. Two 
flourishing bee hives supply large amounts 
of liquid and cut - comb honey. To encour-
age visitors to learn lessons from Offshoots 
they can use in their everyday lives, the 
site contains a typical back yard - similar to 
those attached to 55% of local households. 
This is used to demonstrate containerised 
vegetable and ornamental growing tech-
niques. A food exchange scheme supplies 
community cafes in the ethnically diverse 
wards of South West Burnley and Danes-
house & Stoneyholme.

Tree nursery
Offshoots contains a tree nursery that is 
currently growing over 63 different species 
from over 30 genus of exotic trees. The 
four-year-old trees are used in sold into 
Groundwork and local authority landscaping 
schemes, and used as part of ELWOOD - a 
major community forestry initiative in East 
Lancashire. The tree nursery helps to bring 
an income stream into the site, making it 
more sustainable.

Community composting
The site is the centre for a community com-
posting scheme that recycles kitchen waste 
from the neighbouring housing estate. 
There’s a compost barn that includes state 
of the art vessel composting machines, and 
waste is collected using a vehicle that runs 
on bio-diesel. 

Eco-buildings
Offshoots contains a number of eco-build-
ings and constructions that help to demon-
strate a more sustainable way of living. The 

classroom on the site is a Walter Segal de-
sign ‘solar cabin’ that was self-built by user 
groups and volunteers. It has a solar panel 
and wind turbine renewable energy system, 
with a grey water reed bed filtration system. 
The site also includes a straw bale compost 
toilet, a ‘cob’ cooking shelter with bread 
oven and a green woodworkers cabin, us-
ing timber from the surrounding woodlands 
and slate from demolished local houses. An 
authentic Mongolian Yurt is used as mobile 
demonstration site at various festivals held 
in Burnley during the year. 

Training 
Offshoots provides a training environment 
and working space for young people and 
people with learning difficulties. It also of-
fers courses and workshops to the general 
public including Introduction to Permacul-
ture & Permaculture design, Sustainability, 
Eco-building techniques, Bricklaying, Re-
cycling & Composting, Green Funerals and 
many more. Groundwork has developed 
NVQ Horticulture courses with both local 
and county colleges, providing accommoda-
tion, tools and curriculum tasks.

Involving the community
Offshoots is an important resource for the 
town of Burnley and regularly hosts social 
and cultural events free to the community, 
such as the Woodland Festival which at-
tracts over 4000 people; the Primary Care 
Trust’s 5 A Day program with ‘from pot to 
pot’ competition, cookery demonstrations, 
etc; the Halloween Party with UV Garden; 
Summer BBQs etc. The site regularly hosts 
school and community group guided tours
Offhsoots is open to the public six days a 
week and has become a local tourist attrac-
tion promoting sustainable communities.
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