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making a difference.

Imagine if everyone lived in walking distance of fresh apples, pears and plums to pick. That, 
along with a reinvigoration of the UK’s orchard heritage, is the inspiring goal of visionary 

charity The Orchard Project – and it’s having a remarkable effect on volunteers’ wellbeing

In 2009, sustainable food advocate 
Carina Millstone envisaged a 
London blooming with fruit trees. 
Inspired by the legacy of the plane 
trees, planted en masse in the city by 
the Victorians, Carina believed fruit 
trees could have the same long-
lasting impact for people living in 
urban areas. With entrepreneur 
Rowena Ganguli, Carina founded 
The London Orchard Project to 
help the city’s communities create 
orchards, preserve heritage skills 
and celebrate home-grown fruit.

THE MISSION 
The initiative soon grew into The 
Orchard Project charity and reached 
Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, 

Glasgow and Edinburgh. This 
autumn, they’ll open the first Welsh 
office in Swansea.

The aim of The Orchard Project is 
for every home in every UK city to 
be within walking distance of a 
community-run orchard. Building  
a network of orchards – by restoring 
old ones and planting new ones – 
requires willing hands and 
available land. “We do outreach 
work, or communities approach us 
because they want to plant trees in 
their area,” explains Abby Cremin, 
Head of Operations and 
Programmes. “It could be on  
a housing estate, in a local park – or 
just a patch of unused green space.” 
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“95% of 
volunteers say 

the project helps 
them feel more 

connected to 
nature”

there are enough people who want 
to be involved, the charity works 
with the community to design and 
plant the orchard (five or more fruit 
trees are classed as an orchard). It 
also runs workshops for people to 
learn key skills such as pruning, 
disease control and cider making; 
there’s even an accredited course in 
managing community orchards. 

“The idea is that it’s not our 
orchard, it’s their orchard,” says 
Abby. “The community takes 
responsibility for caring for it long 
term. Our job is to give them the 
tools and support they need to keep 
caring for the trees over the years.”

In just over a decade, The Orchard 
Project has restored and planted 

540 orchards in England and 
Scotland, and has helped preserve 
forgotten British apple varieties, 
such as the hounslow wonder. It’s 
not just about apples – plums, pears, 
apricots and figs are grown too, and 
community diversity is reflected  
in the choice of fruit, which Abby 
says can often be quite tropical. 
“Sometimes it might be about 
where people come from. They want 
something that 
reminds them of 
what fruit trees 
were growing 
where they used  
to live.”

Outside the 
autumn and 
winter harvest, the 
charity runs related 
activities and events. 
“Orchards have their 
seasonality, which 
creates the opportunity to 
bring people together to celebrate 
everything that orchards have to 
give,” says Abby. Typical events are 
blossom picnics, bio blitzes (that’s  
a bug hunt) and apple days that 
celebrate the harvest with 
community-made food. Covid-19 
has made these events harder, but 
throughout lockdown, the charity 

has kept in touch via online 
sessions including wellbeing classes 
and mindfulness drawing. 

WHY IT MATTERS 
Since the charity’s inception, it has 
engaged 60,000 people in orchard 
activities, grown over 2.3 million 
apples and helped produce over 
1,880 tonnes per year of fresh fruit 
for local communities. It has also 

launched its own juice 
and cider enterprise 
using surplus fruit 
from London trees. 
Funds raised from 
sales are returned 
to the orchards in 
the shape of tools 
or skills training. 

But the value  
of this work goes 

beyond what happens on the 
ground. According to the charity’s 
latest impact report, 86 per cent of 
its beneficiaries say being involved 
in orchards has improved their 
physical and mental wellbeing; 95 
per cent of volunteers say it helps 
them feel more connected to nature 
and green spaces; and 34 per cent 
have found employment with related 
skills gained through the charity’s 
training programmes. “Knowing 

how to graft an apple tree is quite a 
rare skill, as is being able to identify 
the hundreds of different apples – 
not many people in the UK can do 
that,” says Abby. There are 
environmental benefits too, from 
reducing the air miles fruit travels 
to creating habitats for wildlife. 

Abby is proud that the project 
has helped preserve many of the 
UK’s orchards for future 
generations. “We’ve lost so many of 
our heritage orchards over the 
years. There was a huge variety of 
different types of apple planted,” 
she explains, adding that the range 
found in commercial orchards 
tends to be limited. “People enjoy 
learning about what the local 
varieties would have been, trying 
the different types and saving 
those orchards.” 

There’s a long way to go before 
we can all pick an apple on our 
doorstep, but with every orchard 
planted, it feels that bit closer. 
“People treasure turning a barren 
piece of land into something 
valuable. That’s special.” 

HOW YOU CAN HELP To find out more 
about The Orchard Project and to 
donate or become a member, visit 
theorchardproject.org.uk 

FRUITFUL 
ENDEAVOUR,  
FROM LEFT
Lizzie Pegler, 
The Orchard 
Project’s chief 
cider maker, 
helped by Lewis 
McNeill (centre), 
turns surplus 
apples into juice 
and cider using a 
traditional cloth- 
and-rack press; 
planting new 
trees will create 
orchards for 
generations  
to come

ONE VISION, 11 YEARS, 
540 ORCHARDS


