Running a small horticultural business
John Butterworth - Personal Account  (September 2003)

I want to try and pass on some of my own experiences, not primarily in terms of accounting, budgeting etc. which are already dealt with  in countless articles, books etc., but in terms of the overall work and indeed family  environment.

What is success?

Doing what you want to do? – outside, in nature (world development), creative etc. Family?

Financial viability – or high-flying? 

Mission statement

‘Carry out any action in the first instance because you believe it to be right, and not because you think it is a way of making money; you will then find that the money will come’.

i.e. begin with the vision(s). Only this will sustain you during the inevitable difficult times.

My vision(s): organic fruit trees, Scottish fruit tree nursery (local food). Social business (not competitive) – networking with e.g Reforesting Scotland.

Technical and financial realities

Do I have the necessary experience to carry out this plan? Building up expertise is an on-going process, continuing education needed.

For me this was/is: General horticultural, including machinery.

             - Organic
             - Grafting
And (equally important) do I have the belief that I can obtain it where necessary? Do I believe in myself?

Do I have the resources to obtain the equipment needed, and above all suitable land (with the right soil and climate) with security? (What is the latter?).

Rabbits, deer. 

Importance of sufficient structures.

Possible advantages of official ‘Agricultural Holding’.

Are there unsuitable neighbours (e.g. causing spray drift?)

Pros and cons of being the ‘first in the field’.

Appropriate degree of specialisation.

Market Research

Either there has to be some way of estimating the market or (more likely) by starting small in a new field (‘niche’), with suitable promotion one can be sure of selling.

Philosphical problem with ‘creation of demand’ (JK Galbraith), but this is actually a ‘campaign for ethical consumerism/living’.

Alternative Thinking

Not just income, but also saving expenditure vitally important, e.g. by using second-hand equipment, and being able to maintain it. (Computer?!) Self-accountancy. Growing your own food. Producing/harvesting your own fuel. Self-sufficiency.

Family, not just personal income, is important. Savings?

LETS scheme – it’s importance both economically and socially. Our house swap.

Implications of ‘living over the shop’

Considerable advantages of ‘working from home’ providing certain rules are followed.

Advantages – no travelling time, easy supervision, integration with family, cost-saving of office accommodation.

Rules  -  Strict separation of  business from home both geographically and temporally. 

Special measures to overcome isolation – making the effort to get away (my ‘social season’), orchard groups, and the value of telephone/e-mail.

Rigid plan for holidays/time off. (Groh’s Rule no 1 – ‘do not work too many hours’)

Operational details of BON

Fertility based on ‘whole farm system’ (ley/chickens). Personal belief in ‘spiritual’, as well as fertility-building importance of animals.

Production limit imposed by <0.5ha land area plus rotation (plus plant density).
Vital importance of additional labour (e.g. WWOOF), including its social role.

Primarily a mail-order business (secondary income in teaching/consultancy),                                                         thus advertising necessary.

Other forms of promotion – writing articles, workshops, talks etc.        Website/catalogue.

Orders taken by e-mail or telephone (pros and cons).

Some on-site sales/visitors (‘filtering’ system).

Card index records (not computer).

Standard paperwork (receipts/planting instructions).

Lifting/packing/use of carrier.

Future Needs

VAT registration

More and better land

More consultancy/teaching

More research/travel (Seed savers!)

