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Onion Collective is a social enterprise working 
to tackle social, cultural and environmental in-
justice in our hometown of Watchet. We deliv-
er wide-reaching and ambitious regeneration 
projects that are holistic in nature, benefiting 
people and planet. We aim to create purposeful 
and interesting jobs, build local economic resil-
ience, widen cultural engagement and enhance 
aspiration. 

Currently Onion Collective is a team of 12, five 
of whom are Executive Directors who work in 
movement building, project management, fund-
raising, sustainability, community engagement, 
social impact and marketing. The other posts 
are in education, finance, administration, tour-
ism delivery, creative support, operations and 
industry (mycology). 

Our main projects, detailed below, are: East 
Quay, currently in construction and set to open 
July 2021;  Biomill, a biomanufacturing facility 
currently with production in testing; Social Ac-
tion, the delivery of a range of projects in part-
nership with Watchet Coastal Community Team;  
Watchet Visitor Centre, including supporting 
the Coronavirus Community Help Group during 
Lockdown 1 and then, sadly, closed at present 

due to the pandemic; Understory, a community 
mapping game; and Attachment Economics, a 
book exploring the next economy. 

Our three core long-term outcomes are:

• Culture: Culture becomes accessible, fun, en-
joyable, just and locally-owned and delivered. 
Creativity, curiosity, confidence and imagina-
tion flourish, and aspirations are raised.

• Climate: A leader in the community-led, 
socially-just transition; together we learn to 
create positive contributions to climate, re-
sources, nature, justice and human health.

• Economy: Developed and articulated by the 
community, our thriving economy has soli-
darity, compassion and connectedness at its 
core.

This year, Covid has, of course, had a marked 
impact on delivery and how we worked, as well 
as a substantial financial impact. The delays 
and additional costs due to Covid, on top of the 
financial impact of Brexit, added a significant 
amount to the East Quay capital budget, mean-
ing a substantial amount of our resources and 
energy in 2020 had to be diverted into securing 
additional funds. Likewise, Covid has added to 
capital costs at Biomill, and more significantly, 
delayed production by over six months, leading 
to revenue challenges. It has also interrupted 
important consultancy revenue streams for us.

In the early days of the pandemic, much of our 
resourcing was diverted to establishing and 
supporting the emergency community re-
sponse. Fortunately, we were able to secure a 
number of emergency grants to help with some 
of the financial impact of all of this on the or-
ganisation (both capital and revenue) putting us 
into a stronger position as we try to recover. 
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EAST QUAY:
CULTURE, COMMUNITY AND ENTERPRISE

East Quay, set to open in July 2021 Covid permitting, 
demonstrates that communities can reimagine a 
future full of hope, opportunity and joy. It is a space 
where culture, creativity and imagination is celebrated 
together. East Quay will be a contemporary art 
gallery, a handmade paper mill, a creative education 
space, a print studio, maker and artist studios, a place 
to eat, tourist accommodation pods and  a geology 
workshop.  It will run courses, workshops, events and 
activities all year round. 

East Quay is designed by architects Invisible Studio 
and Ellis Williams Architects, landscape architects LT 
Studio and engineers Momentum. Troup Bywaters 
+ Anders are Mechanical and Electrical consultants 
and South West based Midas Group Ltd are the lead 
contractor. Over the last few months, schoolchildren 
from Danesfield and Minehead Middle have been 
working with our interior architects, Fearze, to 
design the education space, exploring what a perfect 
place for creativity would be like. Their ideas will be  
translated into the final designs for all to see when the 
building opens.

The build began in December 2019 but was then 
paused for two months due to Covid. Currently, it is 
on track to open to all on 24th July 2021, though as 
we know, everything is a little unpredictable this year.

The first exhibition in the new galleries, More 
Together Than Alone, is being co-curated by 
artist Neville Gabie, who is regarded as one of the 
initiators of modern socially-engaged practice and 
was artist in residence at the London 2012 Olympics. 
It explores ideas of community and place, and the 
ties that bind us together. Neville has been working 
in the community for the past year to create works 
with the people of the town. If you haven’t created 
a bottle yet, there is still time - go the Contains Art 
website to find out how. This, and his own installation 
about community, will be accompanied by work of 
other artists, both international and locally-grown.
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BIOMILL:
CLIMATE, COMMUNITY AND INDUSTRY

Biomill Watchet is a community-focused and nature-
inspired biomanufacturing facility and industrial 
demonstration project. It implements circular 
economics and proves that a holistically-regenerative 
way of doing business is possible. Delivered in 
partnership with private R&D-led biotech business, 
Biohm and the Watchet community, it is the world’s 
first community-centred biomanufacturing plant. 
There, we will harness the extraordinary power of 
mycelium (fungus) to turn waste materials into market-
leading new products for the construction industry, 
offering replacements for the environmentally-
damaging insulation materials that currently dominate 
the market, sequestering carbon, creating meaningful 
local employment and reinvesting profits in the 
community.

Our intention is to build an industry here that 
demonstrates how placed-based, circular economics 
can create resilience and counter market failures 
in rural economies. We believe this is a model that 
can change the extractive and destructive norms of 
industrial production. The project has been established 
on the site of a former papermill that closed here in 
2015. Watchet has a rich industrial heritage, but the mill 
was the town’s final piece of that diminishing puzzle. 
This project seeks to help to establish a new industrial 
future here.

Using local industrial and agricultural by-products 
such as hemp shiv, wood waste, paper and card as a 
feedstock for mycelium, Biomill Watchet is growing 
highly efficient, natural and carbon-negative insulation 
panels for construction, generating a profit to retain 
and reinvest locally. The insulation acts as a breathable 
filter within the building envelope, improving human as 
well as planetary health. 

This project is on track to deliver profound social 
benefit: proceeds will be reinvested in community 
projects, local associated entrepreneurial opportunities, 
educational institutions and other areas that our 
community feels strongly about. This thinking is being 
actively shaped in partnership with a community 
panel, who regularly lead and validate the direction, 
development and decisions of Biomill Watchet. Do get 
in touch, if you’re interested to find out more. 
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Partnering with Watchet Coastal Community 
Team, Onion Collective have helped to support and 
coordinate social action in a programme known as 
Watchet Connects funded by The National Lottery’s 
Place Based Social Action. Supporting and enabling 
social action in our wider town is an important part 
of supporting and enabling social justice. It builds 
agency, increases connection and compassion, and 
it fosters responsibility and accountability for public 
life. Social action is not volunteering in a passive 
sense of ‘this institution asks you to do this’ rather 
it is a form of community building and community 
organising. In uses purposefully organised 
gatherings and conversations to agree shared ideas 
and proposed solutions, and advocates devolved 
decision-making and distributed power to a series of 
working groups.

The programme spans five strands of community 
action, each designed and enacted by a wide range 
of local people. Thanks to this and matched funding 
from Reaching Communities, the programme has 
enabled the community to take ownership of and 
refurbish a much-loved community building, asset 
transferred from the District Council and from 
which will run peer-led courses and workshops. The 
programme also includes the community ‘bookstop’; 
has purchased and run a community electric car, 
taking vulnerable people to medical appointments; 
set up a youth action project with local youth 
providers Minehead Eye; and makes and deliver a bi 
monthly community newspaper - Watchet Connects. 

During the pandemic, the strong community 
foundations in Watchet meant our resilience as 
a town was far higher than it would have been 
otherwise. Relationships had already been forged 
cross-sector, meaning an easy flow of information 
and conversations, support infrastructure was 
already in place through the paper and the car, 
and aided by a long-established culture of ‘getting 
involved to help out’  in the town. The Watchet 
Coronavirus Community Help Group, a collaboration 
of numerous agencies, charities, private businesses 
and individuals worked hard in lockdown one to 
support shopping and medicine delivery with over 
70 volunteers. We firmly believe that investment 
and a conscious effort to build social action, which 
naturally leads to better local democracy, is a 
powerful mechanism for building resilience.

SOCIAL ACTION:
COMMUNITY, COMPASSION AND SUPPORT
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UNDERSTORY:
COMMUNITY RESILIENCE AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

In 2019, we started working with social gaming com-
pany Free Ice Cream, on a digital community mapping 
programme, as part of the social action project. We are 
now working with them on Understory - a digital tool 
for exploring social capital.

Designing in collaboration with extraordinary gaming 
company, Free Ice Cream is enabling us to interrogate 
the hidden social fabric that binds our communities, 
and investigate how this makes us resilient in times of 
crisis. It has been our long-held hypothesis that com-
munity is the first line of defence in a crisis; a theory 
confirmed by the community level response to the 
pandemic. In developing this platform we are combin-
ing Free Ice Cream’s game design and innovative tech 
approach with our social capital knowledge to ask 
better questions of communities and help them think 
about their resilience in the face of such crises, in order 
to better prepare for the shocks ahead.

When the pandemic hit, and the potential for this line 
of enquiry became visceral and pressing – and social 
capital suddenly gained mainstream recognition for its 
value in keeping people safe during periods of turbu-
lence. Over the past year, with Innovate UK funding, 
and with a number of working groups around the 
country who are supporting the development and test-
ing, we have been able to develop efficient data gath-
ering techniques – using real-time virtual data mapping 
events and tech that enables us to show the network 
maps developing in front of people’s eyes.

We are using a sophisticated smartphone survey to 
enable communities to explore shared purposes - and 
the potential for partnership and working together for 
better effect. This act of collaborative mapping is in 
itself social, and serves to bond us whilst showing us 
how interconnected we are. Fundamentally, by inter-
rogating the map we are helping communities to ask 
better questions and have deeper conversations about 
their resilience to challenges. The software is still in 
development but we hope to launch it in 2021.
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ATTACHMENT ECONOMICS:
COMMUNITY IN THE NEXT ECONOMY

In 2020, we won a place on the Lottery’s Emerging Fu-
tures programme to write a book on what we call the 
economics of attachment. With other community busi-
nesses up and down the country we are co-authoring 
a vision for a different kind of economics at the applied 
level. The book will also significantly contain works of 
speculative fiction, using a professional storyteller to 
work with members of the community here in Watchet 
to tease out their dreams of what a better future might 
look like – developing an economic narrative that is 
relevant to the lived experience.

The book explores and advocates a different approach 
to economics, grounded in the values of community. It 
is intentionally provocative, challenging the prevailing 
system, but crucially showcasing the many examples of 
how economics is working differently within communi-
ties, and what this can teach us about place-based sys-
tems change. It seeks to address the fact that at present 
within serious economic analyses, community concep-
tions are only weakly articulated. Yet, in the community 
sector we know that community is fundamental - hu-
man beings are sustained by relationships and connect-
edness in place.

The book is edited by Onion Collective and we will also 
contribute two chapters - one on our story and a sec-
ond bringing all the contributions together and distilling 
a theoretical framework for what Attachment Econom-
ics means. Alongside our contributions will be a series 
of economic provocations written by some of the most 
inspiring and forward-thinking actors within the com-
munity enterprise sector nationally - exploring topics 
as diverse as food poverty, property ownership and 
structural racism, and how community values can help 
reshape economics to address these challenges.

Reflecting philosopher Donna Harraway’s position that 
it matters which systems systemise and which thinkers 
think, the publication will also feature works of narrative 
fiction drafted by people within our Watchet communi-
ty, through an Imagination Lab workshop process that 
combines futures thinking with creative writing. The 
publication will also feature commissions by six artists to 
illustrate the text. The process of drafting is underway, 
following a deeply collaborative exploration of ideas 
with contributors last year and we anticipate most con-
tent to be ready by around April 2021, after which the 
work moves to seeking a publisher and advocacy. 



FUNDING AND FINANCES

Onion Collective CIC is a not for profit social 
enterprise formed as what is called a Communi-
ty Interest  Company, limited by guarantee. This 
means, unlike many social enterprises and most 
private profit-driven companies, we cannot take 
dividends from the surpluses that are generated 
by the company. Instead these are reinvested 
into the company’s activities for the benefit of  
the community. 

Our business model, which is common within 
the social enterprise sector, combines grant 
funding with revenue generation in the market. 
For example, we raise some funds from trusts 
and  foundations in support of the work that 
we deliver, to support salaries or overheads or 
specific projects. We also raise funds by do-
ing consultancy work for other organisations 
and communities around the UK and this work 
cross-subsidises the work that we do in Watch-
et. For capital projects in particular, we have 
been successful at raising substantial amounts 
of money, bringing inward investment into the 
town. This includes the £7m that we have raised 
for East Quay in the last three  years, as well as 
funds to invest in the establishment of the  facil-
ity at Biomill Watchet. We report on all of these 
funds to the granting bodies, as well as through 
the usual accounting processes of any business.

As we move from a  development phase more 
into a delivery phase, we anticipate the amount 
of grant funding needed will reduce, as this is 
predominantly a function of capital delivery. We 
will continue to raise some grant funds where 
appropriate for specific revenue projects (for 
example, we are the accountable body for funds 
from DCMS that support the Social Action pro-
ject in partnership with WCCT). It is also worth 
noting that these grants are all raised for specific 
projects on the back of extensive, detailed and 
complex business planning and feasibility work. 

Some of the grants that we have received are 
explained below, for information. These are:

• Arts Council England: capital funds for the 
construction of East Quay.

• Coastal Community Fund:  capital funds for 
the construction of East Quay.

• Magnox socioeconomic: capital funds for the 
construction of East Quay.

• Esmee Fairbairn Foundation: core revenue 
funds in support of getting East Quay to 
opening and for resilience during Covid.

• Somerset Community Foundation: support 
grant to divert resources to Covid.

• The National Lottery, Emerging Futures Fund 
in support of Attachment Economics.

• Power to Change: capital and revenue funds 
in support of Biomill, Attachment Economics 
and emergency funds during Covid.

• Friends Provident Foundation: revenue funds 
in support of the establishment of Biomill.

Our financial year runs from January to Decem-
ber, and the latest full set of accounts, prepared 
by our accounts Francis Clark, are therefore for  
the 2019 financial year. These show a turnover 
of just under £410,000 and a surplus of £8,600. 
Our 2020 accounts are in preparation now, and 
we anticipate a turnover of around £470,000 
and a surplus of around £20,000. To note these 
figures relate to our profit and loss account, 
whereas most capital funding goes to the bal-
ance sheet and therefore are not included in 
these figures, per accounting standards. 

The most substantial cost to the business is 
in staffing costs. In 2019, for example, salary 
costs, including national insurance, taxes and 
pensions, amounted to more than £220,000 in 
total, rising to around £297,000 in 2020 as we 
employed more members of staff. We are now a 
team of 12 people. This is the first year when we 
have been able to remunerate all our Directors 
appropriately for their work. In previous years, 
a substantial part of their time has been given 
voluntarily, as is often necessary in the early 
stages of a business’ evolution. We are commit-
ted to paying all staff fairly and appropriately 
for their contribution and believe it is important 
that community businesses do so if the econo-
my is ever to change for the better.

For more information on any of our work, do 
please just get in touch and we will be happy to 
explain further or answer any questions. 

See www.onioncollective.co.uk and/or email 
georgie@onioncollective.co.uk

Or call the office on 01984 633496, but bear in 
mind we are not in very often due to Covid, so 
may not respond immediately to any messages 
left on the answerphone there.
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MANIFESTO
We dream of a future in which we live as connected communities on a sustainable, thriving planet; one 
in which everyday life is rich and culture is shared; where personal curiosity and collective endeavour 
flourish and where the economy works for us all. We have long held that community is the first line 
of defence in a crisis, but we must now also seize its narrative potential. It is time for communities to 
imagine new stories for themselves, to be given creative rights over their own places, to imagine, hope 
and together fight for a better world. This needs agency, aspiration and involvement. 

We are social entrepreneurs. We use the best of an entrepreneurial spirit to tackle social, cultural and 
environmental injustice. The economic system we accept says everything about the kind of society 
we want to be and we believe it should respond to the imperatives of social concern for those at risk, 
environmental concern for the planet and cultural concern for humankind.

We ground our work in the everyday power and values of community: connectedness, curiosity, 
plurality, compassion and solidarity. In our communities, it is the ties of belonging to people and place 
that bind us together and keep us safe and where friendship and purpose bring us together. This 
attachment to one another helps us to stand taller and firmer. It values difference, makes us kinder and 
gives us empathy. It rewards us with a concern for equity, a determination to protect those most at risk 
and a reason to hear a multiplicity of perspectives and experiences. It demands that each of us have a 
say, be included and have power in our collective endeavour. 

We are social, cultural beings. Our lives are lived in places and with people. Our identity, our well-being, 
our happiness and our purpose are all tied up with our friends, families and communities. Without 
culture experienced collectively, we are poorer in every sense. But a flourishing of personal curiosity 
and creativity demands that where you live, what you have and who you are should not undermine 
equality of opportunity. This is how we fulfil our potential, deliver purpose, imagination and hope.  

We are all connected: community has a universality. Valuing it extends our concern to those all around 
the world, to future generations and to the planet as a whole. It requires that we take a long-term, 
holistic and systems change approach to our work. We are acutely aware of the severity of the climate 
emergency, the turbulence ahead and the interdependence of our actions. We are deeply committed 
to the fight for a sustainable future, to upending the narrative, and to proving that change is possible.

The values that guide our work also inform how we work. Being an Onion is about trust, kindness, 
tenacity and bravery. It means we can work every day with people we love and admire, putting our 
efforts into achieving something we believe in and it means we make our own rules about what to 
spend time doing. Having high ambition is tough, but brings immeasurable rewards. It gives friendship, 
shared endeavour and communal value to our lives. It makes us happy.

Systems change is collaborative work. We do not act alone. We are part of a movement that recognises 
that in so many places there is an ever more cavernous gap between what the market will deliver and 
what the state can provide. It sees that those with power are failing to act on climate change or social 
justice with the necessary urgency and that power must be distributed and shared. Ultimately, we 
believe that what we can learn, create and demonstrate here in this town, alongside myriad others, will 
offer a new model for a better way of living our lives, running our economy and being in the world.

We  refuse to be defined by what we do not have. We may be disadvantaged, we may face huge 
obstacles, and we may sometimes feel overwhelmed, but we are not ‘left behind’. We are not 
powerless. We embrace new ideas and we know that we can evolve a new future, grounded in the 
extraordinary power of community. We can lead the way. We are the next economy in action.


