An oasis of calm

We all know how therapeutic spending a few hours
on the plot can be, but for many youngsters living in
Moulsecoomb near Brighton, it can mean much
more than that. Steve Ott investigates

or many young people in the area,
Fthe eight plots that make up the

Moulsecoomb Forest Garden and
wildlife Project, winner of the Best
Community Project category of the KG
allotment competition 2007, are very
important. They offer a place to learn
important skills, gain some self esteem
and have the chance to grow and eat
fresh fruit and veg.

The site at Mouslecoomb is run by Warren
Carter. Originally from Slough, Berkshire,
Warren has lived in the area for long enough
to know the problems that young people face
in this less affluent part of Brighton.

The nearby Alternative Centre for
Education — a school for children excluded
from mainstream education - is just one of
the schools that regularly send pupils to the
project, as does the Youth Offending Service.
During particularly difficult times for the kids
many of them are brought to the site where,
under the watchful eye of Warren or his
colleagues and the teachers, they can enjoy
some space, fresh air and take advantage of
the calming influence that digging with a
spade or sowing seeds can bring.

So how did Warren find himself doing
what must be a very demanding, if highly
satisfying job? “I started with a gardening
job in my home town, working in a really
posh house. They had a head gardener and |
learned a lot. Then | became secretary of
Slough Urban Wildlife Group and we were
always fighting developments or asking

developers to leave areas of ground, trees
and so on, alone. | haven’t got any
education in gardening; I've just learned as
I've gone along. And here we try to sow the
seeds with youngsters.

“Now through the project, which | set up
with a group of mates, | am involved with
the Extended Schools initiative which works
to get communities into schools, the schools
are open for longer hours, parents come in
and do lessons and there are community
rooms. It has been found that the behaviour
of the kids is better when the parents or
relatives are present.

“I gave a talk at a conference in Brighton
recently. Half the schools in Brighton have a
garden and workshops have taken place in
the area to see what can be done based
around gardening.

“Growing food, working outdoors,
gaining an apprenticeship is on the up these
days and is what we are all about. Now we
have been going for a while (since 1994), we
are well respected and have built up a name
for ourselves.

“I have been actively trying to persuade
local gardeners to adopt their local school
and help run an environment club, not run
by teachers, but by the parents and me.

“We run lots of events — such as pick and
cook events and a big harvest festival. |
went to a harvest festival several years ago
and it depressed me — everything was in
tins. Last year we did one and had cooks
and parents come to the site and we put up



