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Cherry Tree Nursery is the first project of the registered charity the Sheltered Work 
Opportunities Project (SWOP) 

   
The charity was set up in 1990 to provide sheltered work rehabilitation, in a supportive but realistic 
working environment, for people with severe and enduring mental illness. The charityôs aim is to create a 
loving community for people who often feel frightened, lonely, isolated and powerless. 

The volunteers find the nursery a safe and non-threatening place to work, where they can receive 
support from staff, gain strength from developing friendships with each other, share problems and 
experiences, and build social networks through working together. There is no upper age limit or 
restrictions on the time that people can stay at SWOP. 

Cherry Tree Nursery produces more than 100,000 high quality garden plants every year and is well-
known in the local community for its friendly atmosphere. 

There are many different types of work available, all of which contribute to the running of the nursery and 
to the strengthening of a mutually self-supporting community. Confidence is boosted through the 
knowledge that all play a part in keeping a thriving, popular and successful nursery project running. 

The beginning 
 
On 15 April 1990 four volunteers with severe and enduring mental illness, one manager seconded from 
the Dorset HealthCare Trust, and a dog, moved on to a derelict, overgrown and flooded piece of land 
known as óthe old Donkey Sanctuaryô, next to the sewage works in Northbourne.  They had one donated 
second-hand portacabin, a £1,000 interest-free loan, and the dream of a plant nursery where people 
could work in a pressure-free environment to regain purpose, hope and dignity. 
 
For many years, it seemed impossible for the project to survive, but with the help, support and goodwill of 
many people and organisations it has managed to grow. Now, as we celebrate our 20th birthday, we have 
finally secured a 21-year lease of the nursery site from Bournemouth Borough Council, enabling over 150 
volunteers and six staff to look to the future, and plan for the next 20 years. 
 

Where we are now 
 
Having built up from nothing, our buildings, structures and equipment are now long past their best and in 
urgent need of replacement.  
 
Everything we currently have was originally given to us in one form or another: 
 

The office was originally a mobile chiropody unit, donated by the then East Dorset Health Authority 
 
The volunteersô tearoom was once the Dorset Fire Serviceôs training unit 
 
The toilet block came from Dorchester prison 
 
The storage room came from the Juniper Centre 
 
We have the backing of Bournemouth Borough Council who grant our lease, and fully support our 
sustainable building replacement programme. 
 
Outline planning consent has been granted. 
 
 
 
 
 



We are working with Rob Buckley, from the Dorset Centre for Rural Skills, in planning our 
sustainable building replacement programme. This is designed to promote mental 

wellbeing, healing and recovery for all. 
 
There are several important criteria for these new buildings: 
 

1. The building programme needs to be designed to minimise disruption to the daily running of the 
nursery. 

2. Sustainable construction methods and materials should be used, prioritising energy efficiency and 
having a very low carbon footprint. 

3. The cost of the development should be less than a conventional build. 
4. The use of space must be highly efficient as we have a limited area. 
5. The buildings should be adaptable for future needs. 
6. The design should provide a safe, welcoming environment for volunteers and friends. 

 
The building and fundraising programme will be in three phases, designed to be modular and built over a 
period of years, with breaks when necessary. The priority for the first phase must be a new tearoom for 
the volunteers, as their existing one is in very poor condition and is smelly, damp and uncomfortable. The 
roof leaks and is beyond repair, making the first phase absolutely essential. 
 

 

Artistôs impression of final design 

 
 



Maximising the space available 
 
We have now outgrown our buildings, which consist of a random selection of containers and Portacabins 
in various stages of severe disrepair. 
 
Our new proposal will provide an increase in building space of approximately 40%. Much thought has 
been given to the layout, in order to allow people to move comfortably within the buildings instead of from 
one cabin to another. 
 
The diagram below shows the extra space we will gain with the new design. The current buildings are 
shown in green. 
 
 

 
 
The tearoom, which is an essential part of the operation, will be doubled in size and will include a 
cloakroom with lockers. The kitchen will also be much larger, and have space for food storage, a freezer 
room and will meet all current regulations. 

 
A much improved toilet block will have showers and clothes washing facilities. 

 
The interview and quiet rooms are placed at the rear of the building behind a separate library to achieve 
privacy. These facilities, which are crucial to our services, are currently very inadequate. 

 
The computer, training, book-keeping, CAB, staff, and volunteersô working rooms will all be enlarged.  

 
Secure rooms for the computer server, the safe, and storage will be included. 

 
The main reception and office will be larger and more welcoming with a fully glazed lobby area to provide 
an óinside/outsideô feel. 

 
There will be a verandah and a covered area outside the tearoom, which can be extended with awnings 
to provide shelter for the many outside events we hold. 

 
The courtyard area between the main buildings will be landscaped to provide further private space. 
 
The Function Room will be upgraded and incorporated into the design. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The building programme 
 
To ensure continuity, each phase can be funded, built, and completed separately. This will help us to 
cope with the disruption to our volunteers and the daily running of the nursery.  
 
The programme will be broken down as follows: 

 
Phase one 
 
Volunteersô tearoom, kitchen, utility room and toilet block. 

  
Phase two       
 
Interview rooms, classroom, quiet rooms, library and printing room. 

 
Phase three 
 
Book keeping room, CAB office, volunteersô working room, storeroom, staff room, main office and 
entrance lobby. 
 

 

 
 
We hope to add a straw bale roundhouse in the future, which will serve as an ideal community space and 
retreat room. This is not currently shown on the above plan, but is something that we would love to 
achieve. 
 
At Cherry Tree we strongly believe in minimising our impact on the environment and lowering our carbon 
footprint as much as possible, which reflects our desire to be more in balance with the natural world. The 
design and sustainable nature of the buildings will deliver very low running and maintenance costs, with a 
very low impact on the environment. 
 
This is why we have chosen to use straw bales as the main component of the walls. They provide 
excellent insulation and good soundproofing, are inexpensive and plentiful, quick and easy to build with, 
and have a negative carbon footprint, as straw locks up carbon dioxide when growing. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


