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Our mission 
Rooted in the Neroche Forest and reaching out to the wider Blackdown Hills, we work to 
enable people to become a beneficial part of a beautiful, healthy ecosystem. We offer a 

welcoming, non-judgmental, and transformative place for people of all ages and 
backgrounds to create community, by listening, learning, doing and sharing. We focus 
especially on those for whom reaching natural places is hardest, and who, because of 

isolation, trauma, or exclusion, have the most to gain. We tend the land to create a richer 
place for all creatures. We seek to be a place of hope in challenging times. 

 

Hearth 
Creating a robust, responsive organisation with a confident, skilled team.  

A complex weaving between the place, volunteers, staff, board and wider supporters 
creates our welcoming Hearth. 

 
Place: Young Wood provided for us its beautiful 
space, the vibrant ecosystem offering space for 
humans amongst the mammals, birds, insects and 
flora. Notably this year we spotted many Robins in 
camp, and around the canopy Chiffchaff, Blackcaps, 
Bluetits, Wrens, Spotted Flycatchers, Mistle thrush, 
Kestrel, Buzzard, Raven and Green Woodpecker. On 
four legs there were many Roe Deer, Badger, Fox, 
and a Hare seen for the first time.  Children spotted 
Slow worms and Newts, and our adult wellbeing 
group noticed a solitary Brown Long-eared Bat. 
Silver-washed Fritillary butterflies filled the sunny rides, with Skullcap flowers and Greater 
Butterfly Orchids in the woody margins.  
 
Volunteers: We have a committed and skilled group of people who volunteer across all 
our programmes, activities and events, and who lead the Board of Directors. Without 
volunteers, our work would not be possible.  
 
The Neroche Conservation Volunteers (NCV) are essential to our way of working, 
providing the necessary backbone of woodland management at Young Wood, building 
new structures and maintaining the rides, paths and existing buildings. This year 
alongside monthly Wednesdays at Young Wood, NCV also carried out conservation tasks 
on other wildlife sites in the Blackdown Hills, including Mount Fancy butterfly reserve, 
Thurlbear Wood, Southey Moor SSSI, Wych Lodge, Otterhead Lakes, Underway Meade, 
Blagdon Community Field and Little Shelvin Farm. Regular Volunteers have been Mike 
Woodhead, Peter Maben, Paul Jones, Mike Rostron, Dave Downs, Phil Bisatt, Chris 
Baker, Peter Joyce, Erin Wood, Peter Woodcock, Nigel Perry and Tony Spiess. 
Volunteers are integral to woodland sessions, providing support to participants and 
helping make things run smoothly. For our Families and HAF sessions the volunteer team 
was extensive and made up of: Lucy Montgomery, Lucy Theobald, Barbara Wilcox, Karen 
Turvey, Sarah Gould, Sue Farrell, Charles Hill, Sue White, Penny Rostron, Cath Graham, 

1 



 

Sonia Hulejczuk, Tank Adams and Kirti Leitch. For the Woodland Wellbeing programme 
we had two core volunteers on Tuesdays, Sue Farrell and Richard Threlfall, with support 
from Sonia Hulejczuk, and Jo Holdaway at the new Wednesday group.   
 
Staff: The Executive management team were Jenny Archard, Sarah Holdway and Gavin 
Saunders. The Woodland Wellbeing team were Jenny Archard and Tiff Lovedale, 
supported by Sarah Holdway, Alan Bruford and Jane Embleton. Alan retired at the end of 
the summer. Woodland management and NCV: Gavin Saunders with some support from 
Lawrence Bole. Children, Families and Parent & Toddler sessions: Sarah Holdway, with 
Gilly Notley, Jo Hinds, supported by Jane Embleton, Ellie Hayes, Tiff Lovedale, Gilly 
Notley, Clare Smith, Cara Jenkins-Bullmore, Lawrence Bole and Rowen Wilde. Our admin 
was supported by Chris Heron at Time Well Spent, and our finance by Caroline Wood.  
 
Finance and Board: The Board of Directors was Maxine Anderton, Jenny Archard 
(Company Secretary), Sue Farrell, Andreas Hofmeyr, Sarah Holdway, Gavin Saunders 
(Chair) and Barbara Wilcox (Treasurer).  The accountant is Adrian Stallard, of Lentells in 
Taunton and the annual accounts are provided as a separate document.  They are 
prepared in accordance with the appropriate procedures and standards.  
 
The society received an income of £87,428 from a mixture of charitable grants and 
invoiced services during the year.  The expenditure was £95,576 generating a loss on 
paper of -£8148.  The expenses are associated with running our adult and family sessions 
and include freelancer hours; transport; catering and overheads like rent and insurance. At 
the financial year end the society has unrestricted reserves of £47,987 with no restricted 
funds carried forward.  We have various grants which are due to commence in April 2025. 
 
Supporters and Funders  
Forestry England, The Halpin Trust, Open Mental Health, Somerset Community 
Foundation (Winter Help Fund), Blackdown Hills National Landscape (Farming in 
Protected Landscapes, FiPL), Somerset Activity and Sports Partnership (SASP) 
/Department for Education (DfE), Somerset Council (CIA Team), Rotary Club of Taunton, 
Rotary Club of Wellington, Fenton Farm Eggs, and Knight Brothers buses. NHS teams, 
Clarity CIC, SPARK and local schools.  
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Land 
Managing the woodland for nature and people, as a focus for activity and a source 

of materials. We have a seasonal cycle to fit with the nature of the woods, even as 
climate and other changes shift what we have come to expect as normal.  

 
The Woods 
The NCV volunteers maintained the paths, glades and rides throughout the seasons. They 
rebuilt the camp kitchen roof, fettled the kitchen and roundhouse uprights to prolong its 
life, and processed all the firewood for camp use. Autumn and winter coppicing and wood 

gathering took place close to the main track, 
from around the new composting loo and up 
beyond the cabin. This opened up the 
track-side, and created a sense of space for 
people, new opportunities for ground flora and 
increased edge habitats for wildlife. It yielded 
hazel sticks to rebuild the screen around the 
compost loo at main-camp in spring, a task 
that was carried out by wellbeing participants 
and staff over a number of weeks along with 
replacing sections of hedging in the main 
children’s play area.  

 
The summer saw the polytunnel providing spring onions, leeks, courgettes, fresh herbs, 
tomatoes and lettuces for use in our kitchen along with a budding tree nursery, soon to be 
transplanted. Ash die back is still present and talks with FE are ongoing as is the 
likelihood of harvesting in the next year, having implications for projects and also 
opportunities for accessing timber. New play areas have been cleared enabling children 
and adults to balance, build and bond in new ways and explore what supports their 
proprioceptive and vestibular needs to help support self regulation and nature connection.  
 
Nature Connections 
Young Wood has parts where there are old hazel coppice, and has been a place where 
people interacted with woodland species for many years before we arrived. We continue 
this relationship by bringing people into the woods, sometimes to coppice, to open glades, 
and to tend so that special species can continue to flourish.   
 
We harvest materials for sessions with adults and children alike; hazel rods for weaving, 
wild garlic to eat, bramble shoots for baskets, willow for cordage and charcoal, king 
alfred's cakes for firelighting, rosehips for cordial and many more. We aim to take only 
what we need, and to give back, and to teach that to all who come. We bring ‘new’ 
ecotherapeutic and mindfulness practices, encourage all ages to slow, and to play, and 
listen deeply to each other. The woods facilitate this deeper connection in a way that more 
open spaces do not.  
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People 
Consolidate and strengthen our wellbeing programmes. Our work enables children, 
families and adults to become more deeply connected with nature, learn skills and find 

pathways to wellbeing. Most is carried out through grant funding and contracts, making it 
low cost or free to participants.  

 
Young Saplings 
Our Parent and Toddler group continued to thrive on Friday mornings during term time, led 
by Jo Hinds and supported by a small team of volunteers. This is our only regular ‘charged 
for’ session - parents pay termly and the group is often at capacity. We had a regular 
cohort of 10 families most of the year, and most of the time we had between 12 - 14 
families coming each week during term time. One parent said “It’s so great to find a group 
with like-minded parents, it’s hard to come by”.  
 
Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) 
The Department for Education funds Holidays, Activities 
and Food (HAF) sessions for children who receive free 
school meals. We again ran HAF three times a year 
during the Easter, Summer, and Christmas holidays for 
primary age children. HAF is a core part of our work. Our 
extensive team, led by Sarah Holdway, worked closely 
with SASP (Somerset Activities and Sports Partnership) 
and four local primary schools—Bishops Henderson, 
Minerva, North Town, and Priorswood. Each school 
identified the children who can benefit most from these 
wonderful, play-filled sessions.  Food was at the heart of 
these sessions, all cooked freshly on the campfire - 
children enjoy breakfast, a second breakfast, lunch, and pancakes before they leave.  
 
Across the year, we provided 13 fully booked days, with 16 spaces available each day. We 
provided free transport to and from Young Wood, accompanied by staff to ensure 
children’s safety throughout the journey. Children help pack up food bags to take away, 
extending the support beyond the day itself.  The team for these sessions is hugely 
bolstered by skilled volunteers, who donated over 433 hours of their time.  
 
Short Breaks  
Short Breaks is part of Somerset Councils ‘Community Inclusion Team’ offer for families 
who have a child with a disability. We bid each term for funds, this year being able to run 
six sessions throughout the year -  Easter, May/June Half term, Summer Holidays, 
October Half term, Christmas Holidays and February Half term - all in high demand, and 
fully booked. Sessions were led by Sarah Holdway with an expert team of staff and 
volunteers, and comprised six or seven families each time, often coming more than once 
in the year. Parents told us the impacts of sessions are a lifesaver; they value peer 
support, sharing of experiences and time to be and play away from the everyday.  They 
like “seeing their children having fun, and being accepted”,  “having conversations with 
others in the same situation” and “not being judged”. 
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Young Wild Explorers Parent-Toddlers  
 
This group grew out of our earlier Wild Explorers projects 
and this year offered 19 sessions for low-income, isolated 
parents who have limited access to nature and wider 
support. Sarah Holdway co-led with Gilly Notley, with a 
large band of merry and dedicated volunteers providing 
almost 1:1 support to parents. Astoundingly the volunteers 
gave more than 500 hours, turning up at least twice a 
month.  Funding came from FiPL and the SCF Winter Help 
Fund, and meant that at the height of the cost of living crisis 
we donated 70 food bags to stretched and stressed 
parents.  

Benefits were far-reaching. Families facing similar challenges were able to make lasting 
connections in our peaceful woodland environment, fostering a strong sense of 
community. Parents told us about the impacts:  “We have something we look forward to... 
something we can do together. I even get to relax whilst he plays and explores.” “We are a 
happier healthier family now thanks to the support I have been and continue to be 
receiving”. “My [own] mental health has improved massively which means I am able to be 
a better parent to my children” and “[I have the] Confidence to allow my child to explore her 
surroundings, get dirty and enjoy being outside” 

 
Adult Woodland Wellbeing  
Our largest overall programme in terms of days and budgets, this year we developed new 
aspects as there was increasing demand. The programme was co-led by Jenny Archard 

and Tiff Lovedale, with a core team of staff 
and regular volunteers. We started with 
eleven spring-summer Tuesday Woodland 
Wellbeing sessions from April-July 2024, 
and a regular group of 12 people attending. 
This successfully finished the two year 
period of funding from Open Mental Health 
and The Halpin Trust - a full report is on the 
website (LINK). These sessions were 
aimed at adults with moderate and severe 
mental health needs, and grew from the old 
Wild Learning sessions.  
 

In autumn we trialled a new Wednesday ‘drop-in’ wellbeing session for people to progress 
from the Tuesday Woodland Wellbeing. This eventually became “Blooming Brambles”  
and ran successfully beyond March 2025, funded initially through The Postcode Local 
Trust and later by the SCF Winter Help. The group swelled to 12 people, with a regular 
attendance of six. Participants learned to work alongside the team to make the campfire, 
set up the kitchen, decide tasks and take care of the woods. We made fresh cooked hot 
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meals together and transport was provided where required. We assisted some participants 
by signposting and helping to set up low cost counselling, supported them to pursue 
Universal Credit queries and claims, signposted and referred to drugs and alcohol 
services, helped arrange volunteering, supported with rehousing needs, and kept in touch 
to support a participant who became a patient on a ward, being a listening ear to many 
others during time of family illness or difficulty. 
 
 
In December 2024, again with the grant 
from the Postcode Local Trust,  we 
started to enroll a new Tuesday group 
with a Taster session. This became the 
“Taking Root” group - a place for people 
to start their woodland wellbeing journey, 
with ten sessions from January to 
March.   Participants included those who 
were socially isolated, very anxious, had 
experience as mental health in-patients, 
had recently attempted suicide and or 
were taking first steps to be socially with others. A number of clients came with support 
workers. Many of the group hadn’t been in touch with any community for some time. This 
group was really successful, with impacts being felt from the start. Participants enjoyed 
learning to make mallets, progressing to make butterknives and making other natural art 
projects, as well as exploring and learning to “just be”.  Sixteen people attended and with 
a core regular group of twelve across the sessions.  
 

Inspiration  
Reach out to others and share our experience. Making time to share, attending events, 

and offering advice or bespoke work for others.  
 

Our team have continued to bring new ideas and skills into sessions - seasonal 
celebrations marking the Celtic year, developing willow work and green wood working.  
We inspired others further through commissioned activities and being part of local 
networks where we constantly champion the need for nature in people’s lives. This year 
we ran two targeted wellbeing events for Somerset Mental Health Network in July and 
August and a ‘Team day’ for Somerset NHS Safeguarding in September. Jenny presented 
her masters degree research at the first International Forest School Research Symposium 
in Liverpool, and led a workshop at the National Forest School Association Conference in 
Essex.  
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