The
Origins

With the introduction of the Community
Care Act in 1990, it was recognised that
many people living in the community with
severe and enduring mental illness needed
more support to improve their quality of life.
In the past, the large mental hospitals
provided a home, a social life and a job in
farms, laundries and industrial units, but in
a closed and isolated environment. A 1988
survey revealed there were 1,202 people
living in East Dorset with long term (over 3
years) mental illness. Of these 17% were in
full, part-time or voluntary work; 51% were
unemployed; and 32% were retired or did
not wish to work. A third of the unemployed
group stated that ﬁnding a job, either full or
part-time, was the most important thing
they wished to change about their lives. The

links between deterioration in mental
health, suicide and unemployment have
been well documented, and those in
employment described how important
the social networks they developed were
to their self-esteem. Many studies have
established that employment has a
positive effect on mental health, and in
this way the idea for SWOP was born.
The Sheltered Work Opportunities
Project (SWOP) was established
primarily by two people with remarkable
foresight, Cyril Speller and the Reverend
Canon Roslyn Aish, as a charity to
provide a range of work opportunities for
people living in the community with long
term mental illness, through the

establishment of a commercial plant
nursery in a caring, realistic and
purposeful environment. From a small
beginning, which envisioned part-time
places for 15 people, plans were always
in place for possible expansion, including
offering a wider range of work
opportunities, education, support and
advice. Along the way, SWOP became a
model for other projects. From the start,
the aim of promoting understanding
about mental illness in the community,
and helping those with mental ill health to
be fully integrated into the community
was fundamental.

The
Start Up

On 14 April 1990, four people with long
term mental ill health, who chose to be
known as volunteers since they worked
without pay, one member of staff and a
dog started work at Cherry Tree Nursery
for three days a week. The site had been
derelict for many years, and had been
used as a rubbish dump for rubble,
lumps of concrete from demolition work,

and logs from the 1987 hurricane, but
Bournemouth Borough Council
recognised the value of the project and
leased the land to SWOP. Basic water
and electricity supplies were installed
with the help of a Community Service
team. The East Dorset Health Authority
was replacing its mobile chiropody unit
and donated the old one for an ofﬁce.
SWOP's ﬁrst Chairman, Peter
Allsebrook gave a £1,000 interest-free
loan for start-up costs. A kettle and six
mugs were purchased. Stewarts
Nurseries gave stock plants
representing their one hundred top
selling varieties, all shrubs which could
be sold all year round to the trade for

landscaping. A greenhouse was erected
and the ﬁrst cuttings were taken. Some
in the local community were unhappy
with the presence of Cherry Tree at that
time, and the site was repeatedly broken
into and vandalised. In October a fulltime member of staff was employed and
the nursery could open ﬁve days per
week so more volunteers could start.
Polytunnels were erected and 20,000
cuttings were rooted – a success rate of
95% -and 5,000 native tree seedlings

Gradual
Expansion
Over the next years of the 1990s more of
the site was leased to the Nursery, and,
with much hard work, standing out beds,
more polytunnels, a wildlife pond,
ﬂowerbeds, fencing, sheds and paths
were constructed. More second-hand
portacabins were donated, the Rotary
clubs of Bournemouth North and their
French twin at Château Gontier funded
an irrigation system, and money was
raised for the ﬁrst real ﬂush toilets. More
people with severe and enduring mental
illness could be catered for and
volunteer numbers steadily rose,

were planted. By the end of the year
twenty volunteers were attending,
including many on Employment Training
who were working at Cherry Tree and
studying horticulture at Kingston
Maurward College in a supported
environment. Propagation, spraying,
plant identiﬁcation and other skills
learned at college were all put into
practice at Cherry Tree.

together with a gradual
increase in staff. As well as the
physical changes to the
nursery, the volunteers began
to worry less about their own
problems and become more
concerned about others, creating a
friendly and mutually supportive
community. A community gardening
scheme was re-established, supporting
elderly and inﬁrm people in Christchurch
who were no longer able to care for their
own gardens. In 1991 a sponsored
'Potathon' was undertaken to help raise
funds for an ITV Telethon and volunteers
appeared on television for the ﬁrst time.
The Potathon became an established
day in May as an occasion when all
involved with the Nursery would come to
help to pot a large number of plants to ﬁll

the stock beds, eventually reaching
30,000 in one day. As more plants were
grown on and stocks increased, a
display and information area was
created and a group of volunteers
organised a mail shot to landscapers,
nurseries and other potential customers.
In 1993 Cherry Tree won the Allsebrook
Award in the Dorset TEC Training
Awards as a role model company
training adults with special needs. In
1994 Cherry Tree featured for the
second time on the local television news,
reporting success at local horticultural
shows. SWOP's ﬁrst show garden at the
Bournemouth Flower Show won a gold
award, and in the same year a SWOP
representative spoke at a national
conference 'Gardening, Mental Health
and Community Care' leading to
enquiries about the project from all over
the country. A major development was
the building of a large glasshouse as a
propagation unit in 1997, leading to a
huge increase in capacity for taking
cuttings and growing from seed. A
Disability Rights Service which had been
run by volunteers for some time was
expanded in response to need, and time
with an advisor from the Citizens' Advice
Service was bought in. This remains an
essential life-saving service for the
volunteers. Some people were still not
happy with the presence of the Nursery
and vandalism continued. In one of the
early years, over 30 break-ins were
recorded, but many other very generous
members of the community replaced
stolen or damaged items, or offered free
visits by their own security guards.

In 1998, the volunteer register reached
its agreed maximum of 70, and a waiting
list was begun. A good range of trade
customers had been built up, and Cherry
Tree was slowly becoming well known in
horticultural circles. Some trade
customers would offer volunteers
valuable experience of working with
them and some moved into suitable jobs.
Many services and opportunities were
now available to the volunteers. Literacy
and Numeracy classes had been run
since the early 1990s and classes in
English with the use of Computers were
added for volunteers who wished to
improve their skills in these subjects. A
much valued local supporter whose son
became a trustee worked hard to
organise an annual outing to Kew
Gardens, and ever since large and
famous gardens have been visited on
Harry Roffey Day each year. Local trips
and social events, so important to the
family atmosphere of the Nursery, grew
in number and variety. Volunteers
gradually became increasingly involved
in the running of the nursery through their
participation in the management
committee; this included involvement in
appointing new members of staff.

Establishment In
the Community

The ﬁrst decade of the 21st century saw
our place increasingly established within
the local community, and a ﬁlm 'The
Cherry Tree Nursery Story' was made to
show our work. Local ﬁrms began to sell
our plants at their own events, and stalls
were, and continue to be, run at many
open days, fetes and shows. More
rooms were constructed, together with a
workshop, and the sales area was
extended. Much of the early work such
as the irrigation system, beds, car park,
Information Area, nursery entrance and
computer system needed to be
upgraded. 2001 saw the establishment
of the second SWOP project, Chestnut
Nursery in Poole, and in 2003 Cherry
Tree won the Queen's Golden Jubilee
Award for voluntary service by groups in

the community, which also resulted in an
invitation to a Garden Party at
Buckingham Palace .The following year
Cherry Tree was the overall national
winner of the Lilly Schizophrenia
Reintegration Award 'for outstanding
achievement in helping people with
schizophrenia reintegrate into society
and move their lives forward'.
Volunteers received this award at
Claridges Hotel. In 2006 volunteers and
staff built and opened the Function
Room which has hosted courses,
meetings, talks, events and parties ever
since, as well as being available for use
by other groups in the community. The
same year saw an award of Highly
Commended in the Beacon prize
category of Community Builder. In 2007

the Local Nature Reserve, of which
Cherry Tree is a part, gained the Green
Flag Award, and the on-site wildlife pond
was further developed. This has
become a habitat for a wide variety of
creatures over the years. A new
Information Centre and shop was
opened in 2008, enabling information on
the work and history of the charity, the
value of meaningful occupation and
wider issues of mental health throughout
the community to be displayed. Schools
projects developed under the theme of
'Caring for People, Caring for Plants'
with visits from both primary and
secondary schools in the area. In
December 2009 the Dorset Business
Awards chose SWOP as 'Dorset Charity
of the Year', and in 2010 Cherry Tree
was awarded 'Wessex Charity of the
Year' by the Wessex Charity Awards.
The need for new places did not stop
growing, and at a meeting between staff

and volunteers it was suggested that if
the volunteers could manage with less
one to one time with staff, more places
could be offered. Overwhelmingly, the
volunteers felt that it was important to

offer these places to others, and that, as
a mutually supportive community had
been established, peer support would
help to welcome more people in. Trips to
many places of horticultural interest
continued, such as RHS Wisley,
Hampton Court, the Eden Project and
the National Botanic Gardens of Wales.
Other local trips became well
established, to the beach, boat trips, the
Dorset Steam Fair and many more.
Classes continued and developed, with
some volunteers gaining enough
conﬁdence to join courses in a wide
variety of subjects outside the Nursery.

Giving Back - Bolivia
During a Cherry Tree Management
Meeting in 2004, a group of volunteers
expressed the wish to help a poor
community in another part of the world.
After a lot of research, thought and
discussion, it was agreed that as water is
the most essential element for life to
continue, money would be raised for the
provision of safe clean water supplies.
Water is a very important issue for a plant
nursery, so it was a particularly
appropriate choice. South and Central
America were chosen, as an area of the
world not well known in the UK, and
Bolivia became the focus as it then had
the highest levels of rural poverty in the
world. The mission statement is: 'Our
fundamental belief is to provide water to
whoever needs it most.' To raise money
volunteers organised a sponsored walk
carrying water, as the women have to do.

They have run stalls at our plant sales;
rafﬂes, tombolas, home-made cakes,
books, CDs, DVDs, cards and
indigenous crafts. In ten years, the
volunteers have raised an astounding
amount, over £54,000, sufﬁcient to
provide water to four Communities in the
Sorata Valley and six in the Pacajes
province of Bolivia as well as one in
Ecuador, eleven in total so far. Women
and children in these communities now

no longer have to walk long distances to
collect and carry contaminated water.
More children survive, rather than dying
of diarrhoea and other water-related
diseases. People have more time,
enabling children to go to school and
women to develop other economic
activities. With the lack of clean water
remaining one of the most crucial issues
in the world, the Bolivia group has plenty
more work to do, though the greatest
achievement for the volunteers is in the
learning to care for others, forming a true
community.

Regeneration
At the end of twenty years, hundreds of
volunteers with severe and enduring
mental illness had been helped by
Cherry Tree, a project which was
originally envisioned in 1989 to support
just 15 people at a time. The buildings
which housed the administrative and
amenity parts of the Nursery were a
collection of portacabins kindly donated
by a range of organisations. All were
second-hand when donated and all
were coming to the end of their usable
lives. It was made clear that the
volunteers' tearoom was the building in
most urgent need of replacement by the
frequency with which the roof leaked. It
ﬁnally became beyond repair, resulting
in the lights having to be disconnected.
Following the granting of a 21 year lease

by Bournemouth Borough Council,
fundraising could begin for the longed
for Sustainable Replacement Building
Programme, designed in conjunction
with the Dorset Centre for Rural Skills.
The need for a fundraising programme
was launched at the 20th birthday
celebration in 2010, and it was a
testament to the work of Cherry Tree,
and its recognition in the local
community that the money required for
Phase One was raised within a year.
The living and breathing building was
constructed from local natural materials
such as red cedar, douglas ﬁr, straw and
sheep's wool for maximum insulation,
with heating from an air source heat
pump. While the tearoom, kitchen and
toilets were completed by the end of
2011, the grand opening took place in

March 2012 with a visit from Her Royal
Highness the Princess Royal, who spent
a great deal of time with the volunteers
and provided recognition for a frequently
overlooked group.

Fundraising continued and in
April 2013 Phase Two was
begun, a new Quiet Room,
Computer/Training Room,
Disability Rights Advice Room,
Private Conversation and
Meeting Room, Working Room
and Library. The building style
and materials were the same
as for Phase One, and it was a
delight to move in by Christmas 2013.
The Ofﬁce has always been the hub of
Cherry Tree, the ﬁrst port of call for
volunteers and visitors alike, and
remained the ﬁnal Phase of the
rebuilding as volunteer areas had been
completed. With immensely generous
donations from long-term supporters,
local organisations and many
individuals, it was possible to start work
in 2014, with completion in early 2015.
The beneﬁts to volunteers and staff alike
from these wonderful new buildings are
almost incalculable. The rise in self-

esteem and self worth from being able to
work, talk and rest in purpose built,
warm and dry surroundings is
astounding, and a great deal of public
interest has been generated in the local
community by the buildings which are
unique to the area.

Cherry Tree
Nursery
25 years old

While much has changed in the 25 years
since the Nursery opened, the
fundamentals remain the same. Cherry
Tree provides meaningful occupation, in
a pressure-free environment, for adults
with severe and enduring mental illness.
Alongside the development of a huge
range of work, life and social skills,
issues of community integration, selfesteem, self-worth, stigma,
discrimination and disadvantage are
addressed. The volunteers join a loving
and supportive community offering
companionship and purpose. Outings
and holidays give the group many
opportunities to have experiences not
normally open to them, and their hard
work helps the Nursery to ﬂourish. Our

newly updated ﬁlm 'Celebrating 25
y e a r s o f C h e r r y Tr e e N u r s e r y '
demonstrates just how much we have
grown.
While the site cannot expand beyond its
4 ½ acres, the number it supports
continues to grow, and the need for
projects like Cherry Tree continues to
rise. Currently there are 174 people on
the books and referrals increase each
year. Despite a strong desire to work
and much evidence of the beneﬁt
working brings, people with severe and
enduring mental illness still ﬁnd it
difﬁcult to compete in the open labour
market, due to the pace, pressure and
stigma and the lack of understanding
from some employers. Recent

estimates show that while 72.5% of all
people of working age are employed for
over 16 hours per week, this proportion
falls to 13.5% of those with mental
health problems, and only 5.7% of
people with severe mental illness are in
work. Mental health problems account
for one third of GP visits and 23% of the
total burden of disease in the UK, yet
receive only 13% of NHS expenditure.
Mental illness costs the economy £100
billion a year with a rise in working days
lost to stress, anxiety and depression of
24%, while the number of psychiatric
beds has fallen by 10% since 2010. It
would be difﬁcult to ﬁnd anyone whose
life has not been touched in some way
by mental illness; their own, a family
member, friend, neighbour or colleague.
One third of families include at least one
person with a mental illness.

Cherry Tree has become a successful
and busy commercial plant nursery, with
many hundreds of regular trade and
thousands of retail customers each
year. The range of plants has grown and
changed from the hundred most popular
selling shrubs in 1990 to shrubs, cottage
garden plants, perennials, grasses,

bamboo, herbs, fruit, vegetables, roses,
trees and hanging baskets. We still
propagate many of our own plants,
producing around 90,000 ﬁnished
shrubs, 100,000 liners, 125,000 cuttings
and 1000 specimen-sized hardy garden
plants annually. The horticultural
structures on the site support all this
work. We now have a barn, propagation
greenhouse, 11 polytunnels, a shade
tunnel, standing out areas and a newly
expanded retail area to display our
increased range. The shop not only
provides information about mental
health issues, but also stocks local
honey, herbs, chutneys, logs, kindling,
home-made knitted and sewn items,
and a range of fairly and ethically traded
goods. There is a constant need to
replace old or damaged equipment such
as tunnel covers, slabs, the irrigation
system and plant benches, so money is
constantly needed for repairs and
renewals. Throughout the 25 years we
have been here, no project has been
started until all the funding for it has
been in place. Plant sales cover half the
running costs of Cherry Tree, the
remainder coming from fundraising
which is increasingly difﬁcult. One of our
aims is to use the 25th anniversary to
secure our future for the next 25 years,
because we feel strongly that we must
be here for as long as we are needed.
Many extra activities and opportunities
are now available to the volunteers. As
well as one-off talks and presentations,
courses run outside the horticultural
period include Literacy, Numeracy,

English with the use of Computers,
Horticultural classes, Herbal
workshops, Healthy Eating with
Cooking on a Budget, and Managing
Money and Avoiding Debt. Volunteers
are joining with other groups in the
community such as the local Knitting
and Sewing Group. Every year a group
of volunteers go on a caravan holiday
together and day trips to places related
to horticulture are very popular. Walks,
boat trips, the beach and the Great
Dorset Steam Fair are all highlights
throughout the year. Barbecues, soup
days, lunches, the annual birthday party
and Christmas party are all well
attended, and the recently established

Day of Celebration and Remembering
for those lost but not forgotten has
already become an important event.
Support from our Disability Rights
Adviser remains essential, as the
volunteers navigate their way through
ever changing beneﬁt rules, social
housing problems, debt, poverty and
homelessness. Community links are
crucial, and as well as hosting many
schools and other groups throughout
the year, we are fortunate enough to be
supported by a wide variety of local
businesses, charitable organisations
and social groups as well as many
wonderful individuals.

Nothing illustrates the importance of Cherry Tree
as well as the words of the volunteers
themselves.
“When people come here they are like
shadows. Cherry Tree waves its magic
wand and gradually they come back to
life. I know this is true because I am one
of them.”

“If it were not for SWOP, many
of us would ﬁnd it hard to get
anywhere or do anything with
our lives, and SWOP is a good
stepping stone to help us get
somewhere.”
“In my will, after I am
cremated, I have requested
my ashes to be spread at
Cherry Tree. If I cannot be
there in body, then I will be
there in spirit forever.”

“I have been a member
of SWOP now for 7
months and it has done
more for me than I
could have done for
myself in 7 years.”
“Cherry Tree saved my life.”

“SWOP is a lifeline
for me. Without this
lifeline I would have
no reason for getting
up in the morning. I
would be without the
help, support and
encouragement I
need to provide a
purpose for my day”

“SWOP gives me a
purpose. I look forward to
coming every day. I love to
help others which boosts
my conﬁdence and helps
to keep me going. I would
not have survived without
it.”

“Cherry Tree Nursery is a
safe place, where we
don't get pushed around,
and everyone is like a
family member, we all
matter to the staff who
are always happy and
kind.”
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