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INCREDIBLE: HOW ONE TOWN PROVED CHANGE IS POSSIBLE 
 
It doesn’t take big things to create big changes. It takes small things that capture the 
imagination.  
 
A vegetable plot with a revolutionary sign: Help Yourself. Runner beans planted 
secretly outside a disused health centre. 
 
Incredible Edible Todmorden is a phenomenon that is attracting worldwide attention. 
It works because it started with the small things. 
 
People talked about those beans. They helped themselves to vegetables.  
 
Then they started doing things themselves.  
 
Now it seems the whole town is in on the act. The school is getting a fish farm, the 
police are growing sweetcorn and there’s an orchard around the health centre. 
 
And people come from all over the world to look.  
 
This pamphlet is the story of Incredible Edible Todmorden. It’s a story of how a few 
people decided to stop passing the buck and waiting for someone else to save the 
world.  
 
It’s the story of what happens when everyone is prepared to bring their skills to the 
table and secure a better legacy for their grandchildren. 
 
It’s a story of a future that starts with what people have, not what they haven’t – and 
where politicians and experts learn from the people instead of lecturing to them. It’s a 
future that could happen anywhere. 
 
And it’s a story of having a lot of fun in the process. 
 
 
TO SAVE THE PLANET, GIVE AWAY VEGETABLES 
 
The story began when Todmorden resident Pam Warhurst heard Professor Tim Lang 
speak at a conference on climate change in 2007. He challenged the audience to start 
growing more food – for the sake of the planet. 
 
On the way home on the train, Pam began to wonder if it was possible to take a town 
like Todmorden and, just by focusing on local food, start creating the shifts in 
behaviour we need to live within the resources we have. 
 
Could growing food be the catalyst to stop us thinking like disempowered victims and 
start taking responsibility for our own futures? 
 
Pam could see that ideas like peak oil, transition and sustainability sounded more like 
academic concepts than something people could engage with in their everyday lives. 
They were far more likely to make people switch off than leap into action. 



 

 

 
But everyone understands food. Food could get people talking; even better, it could 
inspire people to take action. To get started where they were, without waiting for a 
report, for funding or for permission from on high. 
 
She talked it over with her friend, Mary Clear, and Mary planted vegetables in her 
front garden with a sign: Help Yourselves. It got people talking. Other people rallied 
to the cause. 
 
Mysteriously, herbs and vegetables started sprouting on other sites in the town. That 
started a few more conversations. 
 
With trepidation they organised their first public meeting. More than 60 came and the 
air was electric. They knew they were on to something. Some of them started 
volunteering, clearing waste ground, building raised beds and, always, planting more 
veg. 
 
The Incredible Edible Todmorden challenge was underway. A challenge with three 
underpinning principles: 
 

· Action not words 
· We are not victims 
· Stop passing the buck 

 
But this isn’t just about self sufficiency. What is being achieved is far bigger.  
Through the shared language of food, the people of a small market town in Yorkshire 
are engaging in the biggest challenge facing the human race: how to ensure a secure 
future for the planet. 
 
Through action, everyone started to understand a bit more about the world around 
them. With this understanding came a greater sense of responsibility, and through that 
it became clear that things had to be done differently – and that everyone had to be 
involved. 
 
The Todmorden model can be thought of as three spinning plates: the community 
plate, the learning plate and the business plate. Spinning any one of these can bring 
real benefits, but spinning all three together gives a simple and engaging plan of 
action for a stronger town. 
 
 
Example: Every Egg Matters 
 
Incredible Edible Todmorden isn’t just about fruit and veg; there’s a drive to make 
every egg consumed in the town a local egg. A map on the Incredible Edible website 
shows the location of producers willing to sell surplus eggs to the public. More and 
more people are buying their own hens, while the social landlord, Pennine Housing, 
has changed its rules so that tenants can keep chickens. Every Egg Matters brings 
together the community, learning (people are developing new skills) and business 
(offering new markets for producers). 
 



 

 

 
 
THE FIRST SPINNING PLATE: COMMUNITY 
To involve everyone, talk about food 
 
Incredible Edible Todmorden has always been an entirely local initiative, run by and 
for local people. From the start, Pam, Mary and the other trailblazers knew they 
couldn’t wait for money or approval from anyone else. They wanted to show that a 
community working on its own could make huge strides forward in a short time. The 
principle they adopted was: let us, as a community, get on with what we want to do, 
whether it’s as a farmer, a shopkeeper, a teacher or a parent.  
 
The other key principle was to make Incredible Edible as inclusive as possible. 
Everyone understands food, so food has been the shared language that has driven the 
project forward. 
 
It’s a language that has united the community across the generations. The vision was 
for children to know how to feed themselves in the future; the knowledge those 
children needed resided with older people. Incredible Edible Todmorden celebrates 
what is arguably the last great oral tradition in the developed world: the tradition of 
making food from seed and crop. 
 
The community plate has included propaganda gardening in public places to trigger 
the debate around local food. That’s led on to growing food in the grounds of the 
health centre with the support of doctors and the primary care trust. Now the centre 
has an apothecary’s garden, and instead of the usual prickly shrubs, there are fruit 
trees along the boundary.  
 
The grounds of an old people’s home are full of raised beds, planted up by 
unemployed people as part of a training scheme paid for by the Future Jobs Fund and 
spearheaded by grower Nik Green.  
 
The local police asked to get involved and now there are raised beds outside their 
station – and what’s more, the police say there’s less vandalism. Salad, herbs and 
vegetables sprout along the towpath and attract attention from tourists. Commuters 
pick herbs at the railway station to take home for tea. 
 
Social landlord Pennine Housing caught the vision and saw that Incredible Edible was 
a huge opportunity to benefit their tenants. They gave out free seeds and planters and 
offered money towards the cost of raised beds. They changed the rules so tenants 
could keep chickens. They laid on cookery demonstrations and training courses to 
help bring home the message that home-grown veg is healthy, cheap and good for 
curious kids.  
 
The simple, shared language of food is uniting the community in its efforts to create a 
kinder, greener world in and around their town. 
 
 
 



 

 

THE SECOND SPINNING PLATE: LEARNING 
To secure the future, plant edible laboratories 
 
How many kids know that carrots come out of the ground and need washing? That’s 
the question that led to a revolution in education in Todmorden, one that has seen 
almost every primary school digging a veg plot, the secondary school introducing a 
BTEC in Environment and Land Based Studies, and adults attending courses in 
subjects like bee keeping and fruit grafting.  
 
To start with, Incredible Edible gave each local primary school a disused pleasure 
boat to use as a planter. Another school got permission to grow veg in the graveyard. 
Recently all the town’s primary schools got together to plant their own orchard. 
 
At the high school, head of catering Tony Mulgrew already had a vision of cooking 
with home-grown veg. Incredible Edible helped him dream a bit bigger. The school 
invested in a commercial sized polytunnel and now the canteen serves food the pupils 
have grown themselves.  
 
A £750,000 aquaponics unit is also on the way for the high school, secured with a 
£500,000 grant from the Big Lottery fund and a donation of land from the council. It 
will produce fish, fruit and vegetables to be served in the canteen and used in food 
technology lessons. Any surplus will be sold to the town. 
 
Todmorden College was one of the first places to experience propaganda planting. 
Now there’s a proud row of raised beds along its boundary and it is hosting adult 
education courses in subjects such as beekeeping, grafting and edible fungi, put on by 
members of the community with money from Calderdale Council. 
 
Plans are afoot to create a market garden training centre, producing food crops in the 
summer and propagating fruit trees and bushes for sale in the winter.  The project is 
being led by Nik Green, with the help of several other volunteers, and the hope is to 
help young people develop skills they could use running their own businesses.  
 
In Todmorden, it’s all about spreading food and food production through the whole 
school curriculum and beyond, growing a generation of young people who understand 
the importance of good soil, sustainably grown products and connecting with local 
farmland. 
 
 
THE THIRD SPINNING PLATE: BUSINESS 
To boost business, give away blackboards 
 
Incredible Edible Todmorden has a big vision for business. It’s about creating a local 
economy that works for local people, a vibrant market town for the 21st century. 
 
It started small again. It started with the Incredible Edible pioneers handing out 
blackboards to shops that were selling local produce so they could advertise it. Sales 
went up. People began to make the connection between what they were buying and 
the farmers who produced it.  
 



 

 

Now there is a boom in locally produced food. The high school buys direct from 
farms on the hills surrounding the town, and so do many local restaurants and cafes. 
They can often take produce with a shorter shelf life than supermarkets demand. 
That’s particularly useful when it comes to dairy products. As a result of Incredible 
Edible, one farmer is selling cheese made solely from organic milk he produces 
himself. Another reports a 40% increase in pork sales. Yet another farm now sells all 
its poultry from the farm gate because demand is so high.  
 
The vision isn’t just about farms, though. It’s also about attracting more people to the 
town so they buy from Todmorden shops. That’s where the green walking route 
comes in. 
 
The green route will link the main buildings in the town and take in most of the town 
centre shops. There’ll be exhibition gardens, vertical and rooftop planting, 
glasshouses and public art. It’s hoped there will be a food skills hub where the lost 
arts are taught, local restaurateurs improve their techniques and children learn about 
growing and the importance of their environment. 
 
The green route has won the support of the town’s main community organisations and 
regeneration agencies such as Todmorden Pride. Further down the line there is a plan 
to boost the market by transferring the market hall to an enterprise that local people 
can invest in. This could create a market fit for a 21st century market town - one full 
of bustle, where local people and visitors will want to spend time and discover new 
things. 
 
 
 
A PRODUCTIVE PARTNERSHIP 
 
Right from the start, the Incredible Edible pioneers were clear they weren’t setting up 
another scheme that needed money throwing at it. They told Calderdale Council they 
just wanted to get on with things and would only come to them when they 
encountered obstacles that needed clearing out of the way. 
 
Some council officers caught the vision and became champions of the movement, 
getting alongside to offer expertise where needed and adopting policies to enable 
community land to be used for growing. One of the most significant developments 
was the community growing licence dreamed up by Kersten England, then the 
council’s director of communities. Anyone can now apply for a licence to plant on 
council land and everyone benefits: the town gets more free veg and the council has 
less waste ground to care for. 
 
A similar approach has helped bring other public agencies on board, from the police 
to the local NHS and social landlords. The idea has always been to show first what 
ordinary people can do for themselves, not to turn up at the door with a begging bowl. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

INCREDIBLE SPREADABLE 
To attract worldwide attention, just start digging. 
 
People everywhere understand Incredible Edible Todmorden. They understand that 
there are benefits along the way: harvests, time together, fun, results. They know that, 
like a baby growing from infancy to adulthood, it is a long game. Yet they know it’s 
achievable. 
 
Hardly a week goes by without a group of enthusiasts visiting Todmorden to find out 
more about Incredible Edible. There have been visitors from Japan, Spain, Italy and 
Finland; and the Incredible Edible message has been promoted as far away as Canada. 
There are Incredible Edible projects in Wakefield, York, Huddersfield and even 
Granada. 
 
A world map on the Incredible Edible website bristles with markers highlighting 
places that have expressed interest in the concept.  
 
From propaganda planting to a worldwide phenomenon: Incredible Edible 
Todmorden is showing just how much can happen when local people are allowed to 
do what they want, in the way they want, to secure the future they want. 
 
 
 
A BIGGER PICTURE 
To change public policy, start with what you have 
 
Incredible Edible Todmorden is about much more than a few people growing 
vegetables. It’s about more than education and business and community. It’s about 
finding better ways to live that create opportunities for the future and avoid harm to 
our environment. 
 
These issues are important for politicians and public officials as well as for local 
people. The NHS spends huge amounts of money dealing with the results of illnesses 
like diabetes, which affects one in 20 adults. More than five and a half million people 
over 16 are officially obese. Eating healthy food is known to reduce the likelihood of 
such problems – and if people make their own choices to eat healthily and to take 
exercise growing and harvesting food, we won’t need to spend public money trying to 
persuade them. 
 
We know that having good social networks and getting out and about is good for 
mental as well as physical health. According to the Mental Health Foundation, 
depression costs the UK more than £9bn a year in lost earnings. Schemes like 
Incredible Edible help people feel less isolated and make life easier to cope with. 
 
We know too that town centres are suffering because we rely too much on 
supermarkets and convenience food, and because local producers have too few outlets 
for selling their produce. Ideas like Incredible Edible can help keep independent local 
shops and markets open and thriving, creating a distinctive town rather than a clone 
town. 
 



 

 

And we know we’ll all have to live in a way that relies less on fossil fuels like oil and 
gas if we are to avoid the worst effects of climate change. Incredible Edible is a way 
to make sure we can produce and supply much of what we need locally, rather than 
importing produce over large distances. It also builds skills and talents that have been 
in danger of becoming lost.  
 
These skills will make today’s youngsters more able to look after themselves in the 
future, whatever it brings – to be part of the solution, not part of the problem. 
 
 
FIND OUT MORE 
 
If this pamphlet has got you thinking, you can find out a lot more about what’s 
happened in Todmorden from our website: www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/ 
 
And if you’d like to visit, or would like someone from Incredible Edible to visit you, 
please email one of our food inspirers: 
debbie@incredible-edible-todomorden.co.uk 
pauline@incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk 
 
 
 
This pamphlet was produced for Incredible Edible Todmorden by Urban Pollinators Ltd. See 
www.urbanpollinators.co.uk 
 


