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Occombe Farm Enterprises1

“Wildlife and wild places represent a fundamental source of the
economic prosperity of Devon. They are the basis of the tourist industry.
They are a key reason for small businesses choosing to locate to Devon.
They are a new source of income in the countryside. They give added
value to much of the country’s economic and wealth creation.”2

Occombe Farm and its associated enterprises are controlled by the Torbay Coast and
Countryside Trust (TCCT). Occombe is one of two main sites managed by the Trust,
the other being at Cockington, where there is a Country Park which has been awarded a
Green Flag Award for the past ten years.3 The long-term plan is that the income from
the model farm, the farm shop, restaurant and other businesses will reduce the
dependence of the Trust on public funding and enable it to engage in a broader range of
environmentally beneficial activities. So far, the initiative has had the reverse effect,
and has been a drain on the central resources of the Trust. But it is still early days…

Occombe farm is located in an urban fringe in Torbay on land bought by the local
council in 1969 with the intention of building a golf course. By the late 1980s this plan
had been shelved, and there were indications that the land might be zoned for housing
instead. However, the original planning consent was for recreation, not housing, and
there was opposition locally to what some felt was over-, or inappropriate,
development. While the situation remained uncertain the farm was tenanted on a short-
term lease, so the farmer had little incentive to invest in modernisation. In 1991 the
situation changed when English Nature designated parts of the site as SSSIs. Although
some development could have gone ahead, the council changed tack and in the mid-90s
decided to create a country park on the site. At this time Dominic Acland, who would
later lead the TCCT was the council’s Countryside Officer. He soon realised that what
was really needed was not another old-style country park, but a model farm in which
the ‘demonstration’ element was aimed not at farmers but at consumers. Here the lack
of ‘improvement’ would be an asset rather than a liability. Although the idea was well
received, it was not top of he council’s priority list, so the gestation time was quite long.
This was understandable. Local government reorganisation was in full swing in the UK
and Torbay was bidding to achieve unitary authority status rather than to remain a
district council under Devon County Council. Since he was a council employee, and
because the council controlled access to bids for external grant funding, Dominic

1 This case was prepared by Professor David Watkins of Southampton Business School, SSU, UK and
Martin Hollands of the Cambridge Centre for Conservation Policy on the basis of an extended visit to
the organisations concerned and other materials provided by the Trust. Additional input has been
provided by other members of the Probioprise Project Team. Opinions expressed are those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the Trust or any other parties.
2 Devon Biodiversity Action Plan, March 2005.
3 The Trust’s activities in a typical month at Occombe, Cockington and elsewhere are given in
Appendix One, which is taken from a recent semi-annual brochure.



needed to bide his time, but in 1999 the TCCT was floated off with charitable status.4 A
nominated councillor sits as a trustee. At the same time a parallel company limited by
guarantee was formed with one share held by the Trust and surpluses covenanted to it.
This new arrangement distanced what had been its countryside service from the council
and removed some of the threat to the existing activities under any new council
arrangements that might emerge. The council instead undertook to pay a management
fee for the Trust’s activities to the new body at the same rate that it had funded the
internal service, about £200,000 per year. Giving the Trust a 60-year lease over the site
also helped to insulate it from future actions of central government. TCCT also had
income from its tenants and was now free to make its own grant applications to develop
its activities, a course it has successfully pursued. For example, it has since obtained a
capital grant of £¾m under the Natural England Rural Enterprise Scheme, a sum
beyond the normal grant limit. This has been invested in car parks (some of which are
income-producing), and new buildings such as those at the farm for the shop, education
centre and restaurant, and a nature trail. The Trust has also negotiated a £½m bank loan
that is underwritten by the unitary authority. The farm itself also benefits from
£60,000p.a. under the Single Farm Payment Scheme, an English implementation of the
CAP, and receives a small per hectare payment under English Nature’s Wildlife
Enhancement Scheme to improve the status of the SSSIs.

Much has therefore been achieved. However, there are some problems in the
arrangements. First, the management fee from the local authority is a discretionary one,
which has anyway not been indexed to inflation and so has declined in real terms.
Second, although the overall operation has increased in scale and scope and has geared
up through the bank loan, it now has substantially increased overheads, and so is
dependent on the income from its commercial operations. Third, many of the same
people have several roles in the operations in and surrounding the Trust. In particular,
Dominic Acland is the director responsible for both the Trust and the commercial
operations. Fourth, it is quite difficult to draw clear boundaries around the different
entities (farm, restaurant, shop, etc), and indeed the Trust overall in financial terms, and
internal accounting arrangements do not assist in this. So it is not possible to say
accurately if the farm itself is breaking even (given its educational role, this may not
matter), or at what point the shop and restaurant will be making a positive contribution.

Environmental Context of the Trust

Biodiversity conservation and enhancement is central to the mission, aims and targets of
the Trust. TCCT contributed to the development of the Devon Biodiversity Action Plan,
and its activities feed directly into the UK, SW Regional and Devon BAPs.

Targets for the land under their own management have been developed in conjunction
with English Nature, particularly the SSSIs at Occombe, and are fairly specific. SSSIs
are an imposed category and bring a number of restrictions on the use of the land.
However the particular management plan and targets negotiated with the land-owner
and English Nature indicate that at Occombe the TCCT has agreed to stricter
restrictions and targets than the minima. The rest of the farm is also managed in a
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similar low input, environmentally sound way: water is harvested, energy efficiency
systems are prominent, etc.

Occombe Farm itself contributes to biodiversity in a number of different ways.

The farm sensitively manages the three SSSI conservation compartments that include a
number of important species and habitats. Cirl Buntings, on which the Trust works with
the RSPB, are restricted to Devon. These thrive on the unimproved grassland found on
the farm, which is particularly important and rare because it is neutral grassland. As this
tends to be more productive than either acid or calcareous grassland, less remains
unimproved. However, setting the land aside completely is not an option if the current
biodiversity is to be retained and there is a fine balance to be struck. The continued
existence of this grassland requires the maintenance of traditional management
practices; although improvement would destroy its ecological value, equally a complete
lack of management would destroy it due to invasion from bracken and scrub. The
grasslands are also of importance for their flora, including green winged and common
spotted orchids, invertebrates, and for other bird species. Management of the grazing
both on the farm and on Trust sites elsewhere also encourages dung beetles, and these
help to support the important colony of greater horseshoe bats at Berry Head.

Devon’s hedgerows are also highlighted in the BAP as of crucial importance for a
number of nationally rare species, and Occombe includes extensive ancient hedgerows.
The wet woodlands are also highlighted in both the national and Devon BAPs. These
are dominated by alder and willow, leading into ash, pedunculate oak and yew in the
drier areas, with a range of ancient woodland flora throughout.

The main biodiversity indicators are based on English Nature’s ‘favourable status’.
However, this is only assessed every 6 years and it doesn’t seem that regular scientific
monitoring and feedback loops to enhance environmental management are fully in place
as yet and the monitoring cycle for the adaptive management of the land by relatively
new owners is somewhat long. Nevertheless, the team is experienced and qualified in
conservation and is well established in terms of potential support networks, in which it
is able to play a full part.

The farm itself also plays a key role in raising public awareness about sustainable food
production, and helps promote this by creating an improved market for organic,
ethically, and sustainably produced food in the region. Targets for the wider impact of
the Trust, such as raising public awareness of environmental issues and relationships,
are expressed in more generalised terms of ‘outputs’ ( rather than outcomes).

The Enterprises at Occombe Farm

In addition to the Farm itself, with its own various income streams including those
indicated above, Occombe has a farm shop and a restaurant specialising in local and
ethically produced foods. These are situated in a fine, modern, low-energy building,
which also houses the education centre for the farm on the same level as the restaurant.

The concentration on the shop and the restaurant is partly driven by the desire to
guarantee the Trust's long-term independence by generating commercial income



streams to supplement the grant aid. However, there is another reason, which is directly
related to the core values and goals of the Trust itself. In 2001, foot and mouth disease
effectively closed the British countryside. It also placed question marks over the safety
of British farming and British food. The Trust therefore decided to put food at the
centre of its model of connecting with concerned citizens and the general consumer.
This recognises that the countryside is shaped by food production, and that such
production, in turn, shapes the biodiversity of the countryside.

The prospects for a quality food operation based at Occombe Farm should be good.
Other local farm shops offer a restricted range and there are about a quarter of a million
people living within 10 miles of the farm. The decision was therefore made to introduce
a high-quality retail operation, with its own bakery and butchers, together with a
restaurant specialising in serving local food in an attractive, modern manner.

One positive thing about the businesses is that it has been very flexible. Occombe has
taken the vision, sought out the opportunities, tested these, and then asked the question:
“Does it work?” If not they have adapted quickly. For example, the original concept
was to specialise in organic produce. This seemed a reasonable thing to do. Organic
produce has been expanding its share of the market, even in supermarkets. Selling the
outputs of organic production would also sit very well with the core values of the Trust.
However, in practice it was not possible to source the quality of organic produce
consistently at a cheap enough price. This meant that the objectives were changed
slightly, and the emphasis then became one of specialising as far as possible in
combining local production with high quality. If this could be organic, so much the
better, but it was not the main criterion. In fact, discussions with customers have shown
that local production is the key reason why people visit the Occombe Farm shop, rather
than looking to seek out organic production per se. Experience has shown that the same
price can be obtained for local, non-organic beef (such as that produced on the farm
itself), as for standard, organically produced beef from elsewhere.5 The meat offered in
the farm shop is something in which it takes particular pride. In many cases, the
provenance of the meat is displayed on the walls of the butcher’s section. All the lamb
is obtained from one source – a farm on the other side of Exeter. Here the Occombe
Farm shop has offered a year-long contract at a fixed (and premium) price in order to
ensure security of supply and to allow the farmer to plan ahead. Occombe has
developed its own scoring system for farm quality which it uses to put pressure on the
farms which supply it, or would like to do so. For example, it is in negotiation with a
local pig farmer who will move over to organic production if incentivised to do so by a
long-term supply contract similar to the one for lamb.

The issue of sourcing products has been one which has been given detailed attention. A
working party of staff and trustees was established to determine ethical principles, and
at one time it seemed that the shop might only stock British seasonal food. However,
customers soon made it clear that they would like to see a wider range of products and
an explicit purchasing policy evolved. This was that priority should be given to local
products; that these should be organic, if at all possible; that they should be of the
maximum quality available; and if imported, should be Fair Trade products if
obtainable.

5 Occombe’s own herd of traditional North Devon cattle is still being built up. It is only able to supply
about one animal per week, which does not meet the total sales of beef through the shop.



In other ways the business implementation of the shop and restaurant has been less
effective. The initial calculations were that the business would break even if it could
attract around 1500 visitors per week and a profit after six months was projected. In
fact, visitor numbers so far have stubbornly refused to rise much above 1000 per week.
This has not only meant that absolute turnover is down, but the desire to offer a wide
range of products means that stock-turn is lower than might have been expected and
wastage rates for fresh and short shelf-life produce are higher. However, this has not
stopped the growth of the business in other ways. Turnover is now up around the £1m
mark and employment is between 25 and 30 according to the season.

Before opening the shop, the trust appointed a retail consultant and a business manager
to oversee the shop and the restaurant. However, both were gone within a couple of
months, as have most of the original more senior staff and their management
replacements. Dominic feels that a basic mistake was made initially in appointing on
the basis of enthusiasm and environmental orientation, rather than expertise. However,
most of the staff have been appointed on this basis, and this seems unlikely to change.
Part of the problem is perceived to be the inability of the commercial activities to
support the costs of a top-rate experienced manager. However, in retrospect this is
looking increasingly short sighted. Part of the reason may be that Dominic Acland
himself does not have a business background, and may not initially have valued this
sufficiently in others. In practice, this now means that he has to shoulder much of the
burden of the business management side of the commercial enterprises himself, instead
of focusing his attention on the wider, strategic objectives of the Trust. Moreover, given
his dual appointment it is clear that he is experiencing considerable role strain and may
be unwilling to take the hard decisions necessary if the original expectation of the
commercial enterprises supporting the Trust’s activities is to be fulfilled. In turn this
makes it difficult for him to delegate unambiguous responsibilities and set clear targets
for others.

This can be seen in the way that the key performance indicators (KPIs) for the Trust and
its enterprises are set out. First, the enterprises are not properly separated from the other
Trust activities. Second, KPIs for the food side – for example – are set in terms of
transaction numbers and values rather than general business ones such as target
margins, or retail ones such as earnings per square foot. As the old SME adage goes:
“Turnover is Vanity, Profit is Sanity.” Even an experienced retail or catering manager
faced with a set of KPIs such as those documented by the Trust could simultaneously
meet them all but drive the business into ever increasing losses. It would be a tragedy if
this happened, since shopping and eating at Occombe Farm are delightful experiences
which if managed at a profit would in turn also do great service to the local
environment.

At the more detailed level, the technical skills in areas such as butchery and bakery
appear good. However, even a casual visit shows that basic areas of retailing (such as
point of sale displays and managing customer flows), of catering (such as portion
control), and of general marketing, (such as simple cross promotions of the shop and the
restaurant to ensure potential customers visit both) are clearly lacking. For example,
very generous portions in the restaurant may prejudice the opportunity to sell customers
several courses rather than one or two. Staff turnover remains high at all levels,
although the shift from a mainly male workforce to one which is now about 50-50 in



terms of gender balance seems to have slowed this down. It should also be recognised
that the Torbay area is known to have a skills shortage in some key areas among the
currently working population.

Above all, despite the clear intention of offering customers sufficient range to give then
an opportunity to do a complete ‘weekly shop’, the average spend per visit remains
below £10.00. This is despite the offer of some very interesting and rare foods and
beverages with which to tempt the customer. As one employee succinctly put it: “We’re
trying to turn a farm shop into bloody Fortnum and Mason’s! I’m not sure that’s on.”

Skills and Motivation – A Balancing Act

We have noted above the lack of management and business skills in the Occombe
enterprises. Through emphasising the environmental motivations of potential staff,
certain very sophisticated practices have emerged, particularly in product sourcing and
employee involvement, which would put the average supermarket to shame. However,
at the same time there has been insufficient attention given to the basics of running a
profitable business. This seems quite deep seated within the Trust’s operations. For
example, even the farm manager does not have a background in farming, but was
appointed on the basis of his environmental credentials. At the level of providing a farm
which is a model of conservation good practice and an inspiring educational
opportunity, this seems to be emerging as eminently successful. The downside is that
Dominic, as the person responsible for the performance of the farm to the Trustees, is
unable to say whether or not the farm by itself is profitable. It is likely that someone
who came from a farming background, rather than an environmental one, would have a
clear grasp of whether or not a profit could be secured over the course of a season.

Balancing business and environmental considerations is crucial in any PBE6. Even
when the enterprise is an independent entity, and particularly when the ownership is
clearly vested in the manager of the firm, it is difficult enough to resolve attitudinal and
behavioural conflicts of interest. Where the manager is not also the owner, and
particularly where the enterprise is closely associated with another body, such as a
charity, it is much more difficult to disentangle conflicting objectives of profitability
and environmental good practice. This makes it even more important to have clear
objectives and lines of responsibility. In this case and, one suspects, in many similar
examples of the trading operations of charitable trusts and similar organisations, a lack
of clarity in thinking through business issues can even prejudice the attainment of the
objectives of the parent body.

Future Developments

Dominic Acland and others at the TCCT have no lack of ideas on how to develop other
exemplary or commercial activities at Occombe. On the income generation side scope is
seen for mail-order sales of the Farm’s own products and those of the suppliers to the
shop, and also for running a drop-box service for those wanting to place a regular order
or unable to visit the shop themselves frequently. Even a formal move into wholesaling

6 Pro-biodiversity Enterprise



has been considered, since some up-market catering operations now buy in bulk from
Occombe. However, it is realised that each of these activities would require some
investment. Also, each in its way means that new business skills would need to be
introduced.

Some of the other ideas would not contribute directly to income, although they might
cement relationships, or drive up visitor numbers. Thus Dominic would very much like
to start a producers’ club to strengthen the relationship of his suppliers to Occombe and
with each other. He feels the education centre, which is housed in the same large room
as the restaurant might be better developed in its own space. Sooner rather than later he
envisages establishing a small-holding on the farm linked to the education centre and
helping to provision the shop. Eventually he even foresees a demonstration eco-home
on the site.

However, most to these ideas need to be placed on hold until the enterprises already on
the farm begin to pay their way effectively.

Issues for Probioprise

 A characteristic of several of the enterprises featured in the Probioprise cases is
that they choose to exceed official guidelines or legal minima in terms of
environmental targets and compliance. This is equally true of Occombe.
However, there is usually a financial cost to be incurred in mitigating an
environmental one. In a commercial context this can cause problems. This is not
the most significant issue in getting Occombe up to break-even point, but is
worth noting as a general issue which emerges here again.

 There would not appear to be any relevant biodiversity resource constraints on
the business. The SSSI status of 3 compartments on the farm is potentially the
most relevant issue. Although the SSSI management may reduce the immediate
productivity of the farm this is set more by the management goals and visions at
Occombe rather than legislation. SSSI is an imposed category that places
restrictions on potentially harmful activities that can be carried out. However,
having such areas on the farm helps the Trust to achieve its mission and
supports Occombe’s marketing strategy.

 More central at Occombe is the issue of balancing a desire to provide high
quality, local produce at a price which is fair to both suppliers and customers. At
the current level of sales, this means Occombe is squeezing its own margins and
subsidising both groups. Similar considerations apply with the staffing. Offering
‘fair’ wages to staff selected not for their skills, but for their enthusiasm and
green credentials, is draining money from the Trust which might otherwise go
directly towards its environmental programme.

 Combining a not-for-profit organisation with a profit-seeking enterprise has both
positive and negative aspects. In seeking out grants or commercial finance the
more appropriate organisation can take the lead. When things go well this can
both increase the resources available to the overall activity and reduce resource
costs. Depending upon the specific circumstances and jurisdiction it may also be



tax efficient. However, when the commercial arm does not meet its targets the
impacts on the non-profit can be adverse instead of synergistic. In this case the
enterprises are still being supported by the Trust well beyond the point in time
when this situation was predicted to reverse. In addition, it can be difficult for an
enterprise linked to a non-profit to properly identify, value and remunerate
people with the apposite business skills. Moreover, some of the most valuable
skills’ reservoirs available to non-profits, such as highly qualified early retirees
happy to work as volunteers, may be difficult to accommodate in an enterprise
situation where most of the employees are paid at market rates.

 Some of the issues which concern Dominic Acland, and do not come out
elsewhere in the discussion, relate to national and EU policy orientations which
he sees as anti-rural and anti-green. He deplores what he sees as the urban biases
in UK central government policy, such as the practice of taxing motor fuels not
road congestion, and permitting supermarkets to destroy the high streets of
market towns, despite their propensity to give no attention to the issue of food
miles. At the EU level he is wary of the next round of CAP reform and the
possibility of a retreat from environmental service payments caused by EU
expansion and the desire to ‘level up’ rural incomes across the Union.

 Finally, it is worth drawing attention to the particular problems of PBEs which
try also to act in a socially responsible manner. Although many non-
environmentally focussed social enterprises also try to be environmental good
citizens, this rarely generates an equal third set of objectives to complement
social and commercial ones. To operate a successful PBE, balancing
environmental and commercial objectives is hard enough. At some point it may
be necessary to be a less than ideal employer and general social partner in order
to survive. Running a non-profit operation and a commercial one in concert can
compound this by clouding areas of responsibility and accountability. Occombe
in its present form may be just too ‘nice’ an operation for customers, suppliers
and staff in its present form to become sufficiently profitable to fully meet its
original objective.



Appendix One: Sample Monthly Activities of Torbay Coast and Countryside Trust


