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HOW NOW, GROW HEATHROW?
One of Britain’s few overtly political land occupations gets a visit from RICH THORNTON. 

About five years ago, a group of activists jumped over a 
fence at the Berkley Nurseries and took over some land. 

Choked by rubbish and untended by its owner, the site was 
unloved, unused and unsightly - and, because it lay on the 
edge of Sipson, one of the towns earmarked for demolition by 
the proposal for a third runway at Heathrow, it was unlikely 
that its absent caretaker was planning to make any beautify-
ing changes. Six months later, and the squatters had cleared 
30 tonnes of rubbish, grown vegetables, fixed greenhouses and 
were o!ering workshops on permaculture and sustainability 
to the local population. By investing in the land they hoped 
to protect the Heathrow villages from destruction and build a 
base from which to protest against airport expansion.

Four years have passed and Grow Heathrow lives on. Despite 
losing a court battle in July 2013 which o"cially evicts the 
occupants from the land, about fifteen activists still call the 
Berkley Nurseries their home. I say ‘still’, yet most of the origi-
nal land-baggers - mostly from anti-aviation expansion group 
Plane Stupid - have long since moved on. Shortly after the 
election, Cameron’s coalition government ruled out a third 
runway; predictably, there are now attempts to re-start the 
proposition. So the need for an 
HQ for the opposition remains, 
and Grow Heathrow is it.

It is also the embodiment of 
Transition Heathrow, part of the 
movement which seeks to use 
grassroots community initiatives 
to combat climate destruction 
and economic instability. Grow 
Heathrow states that it is com-
mitted to the resilience of Sipson 
and the other Heathrow villages 
in the face of Heathrow expan-
sion, and wants to engage these 
villages with the all activities occurring at the Berkley Nurser-
ies site. In the words of the website, Transition Heathrow aims 
“To further the Heathrow villages as an iconic symbol of com-
munity resistance to the economic, ecological and democratic 
crises”, and, “to develop and promote community and resource 
autonomy to support long-term community resilience.”

To do this they welcome visitors, and give free workshops on 
agriculture, food foraging and bike maintenance. How such 
o!erings benefit the house-dwelling mainstreamers of Sipson 
and its environs is an open question. #e workshops seem 
more often filled by well-meaning students from Aberystwyth 
than kids from the local comprehensive. Nonetheless, outreach 
to encourage participation by the taxpaying locals is strong and 
quite e!ective, and there are lots of lovely photos of elderly 
women sipping tea with bearded young men. But if the project 
seeks any permanence, a shift of approach may be needed. 

Grow Heathrow has the feel of the overgrown squat that it 
is, a wasteland wonderland of mouldy sofas and nettle-lined 
paths leading to secluded greenhouses and rusted miscellany. 
It’s beautiful for those of us who like to pretend we’re a post-

modern Swiss Family Robinson, but perhaps intimidating for 
those who fear their children might cut themselves on a way-
ward nail. To be genuinely welcoming to the general public, 
more attention paid to conventional concerns like “health and 
safety” would probably help. 

#e problem is that if Grow Heathrow wants to bolster its claim 
as a true “community” project, it will need to blur the division 
between itself and the original residents of Sipson. One of the 
reasons it struggles to do this, perhaps, is its lack of collective 
vision. One the one hand, they want “to establish replicable 
structures of organisation, which could provide a model for 
future non-hierarchical, consensus-based communities.” Yet it 
seems that the desire to avoid leadership and hierarchy means 
most energy is spent on personal projects, rather than on col-
lectively agreed plans for what the community needs. It’s true 
that most things worked on - cutting firewood, fixing the wind 
turbine, building a geo-dome - have benefits for the communi-
ty as a whole, but as they’re personally driven they tend to feel 
privately owned. It seems the future of Grow Heathrow will 
depend on maintaining a common vision which ensures they 
stay open to the local villagers - if their critics can show that 

that the project doesn’t o!er 
enough value to the wider local 
community, it makes the case 
for eviction that much easier.

Despite the creeping individu-
alism, the nuts and bolts of 
community life at the project 
are well-managed, low-cost and 
low-carbon. #ere are weekly 
meetings; most of the food is 
provided by organic vegetable 
suppliers who donate their un-
sellable produce, or by bin-div-
ing at nearby shops. All wood 

comes from tree surgeons dumping their o!cuts, and the burn-
ers are handmade in the onsite metal workshop. Electricity is 
solar and wind-generated, and water comes direct from the 
mains - it’s the only bill they get, and they pay it. 

Such a structure is sustainable for a group of fifteen adults liv-
ing on the fringe of consumer society, but fails to set the exam-
ple of ‘resource autonomy’ lauded as an aim. #e fact is, Grow 
Heathrow don’t actually grow that much food. Sure, there’s 
salads and herbs - and I did visit in the ‘hungry gap’ - but it’s 
clear from seeing how much land is actually cultivated that 
self-su"ciency in food is still years o!. #at’s always been a 
very di"cult goal, but if the community is going to survive 
they need to show their critics that they practice what they 
preach. If Grow Heathrow is to be more than just a refuge 
for environmentally-conscious, anti-capitalist squatters, then it 
needs to grow into its self-stated commitment to wider social 
issues and determined community support.

Rich Thornton is a freelance journalist with a particular interest 
in community living, recently returned from two years working 
in the Lebanon.
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