Bioshelter Project 

Overview
The bioshelter is based on local food production technologies which have been developed, tried and tested in California and are currently being replicated throughout the world with further large scale operations in the US, Canada, Europe, North Africa and the Middle East. 

Key aims of the project are to use these new environmental technologies to produce high quality, certified organic and highly nutritious, healthy foods at significantly lower (and highly competitive) prices, which would feed into local distribution networks, farmers markets, box schemes and local shops. Lower resource inputs (i.e. – 1/10th water, 1/30th land, no soil etc.) and dramatically increased levels of output (ten times that of polytunnels) is what makes this possible, to the extent that locally produced food may no longer have to be more expensive. The project will provide employment, training and volunteering opportunities for local people, also with the potential to link in with various youth initiatives, which will act as the platform for a number of education/awareness raising programmes. Notably, due to its temperature/humidity regulation mechanisms, the bioshelter would be able to produce alternative foods locally, (i.e. – previously only imported and out of season fruits and vegetables), thus saving dramatically on food miles and carbon emissions. The average piece of fruit and veg travels over 1500 miles, whereas bioshelters are located directly next to the market. Gaps in local markets in other areas, have been easy to identify, being that the shelter can offer otherwise difficult to acquire products, for less. 

The overwhelming majority of existing bioshelters operate as stand alone, self-sufficient production centres (i.e. – no external energy inputs required, apart from labour), capturing rainwater (sometimes with back up water supplies for summer), and using a combination of wind/solar energy. No waste water is produced as water is continuously recycled within the system until used by the plants.

The model would stand as the most advanced and environmentally friendly example of food production in the country, and also act as a model which could potentially expand and be replicated. No other food production technology in the UK would be as energy or water efficient, whilst also producing absolutely no waste products (aside from possible leftover foods which would be recycled). Bioshelters would also act as a model for a significantly decreased carbon footprint, with the ability to totally transform the local food agenda through increased efficiency, greater diversities, all produced locally and at lower cost. Most importantly, the shelter can produce foods on a gradual week by week (or even day by day) basis (or whatever is required), as opposed to large crops at widely spaced intervals (which results in increased waste). This constant and gradual supply (lasting all year round, regardless of seasons) could trigger massive changes in the local food trade and act as a showcase for replication by farmers, community groups or any interested parties that are looking to create high profit and enterprising solutions to issues of localisation. 

Why is the project needed?

The project will offer opportunities for creating increasingly sustainable local food production systems, whereby money is retained and recycled within local communities, whilst also generating income for further community ventures and/or expansion. Early indications for income generation are highly favourable (see attachment). This is becoming increasingly important with the economic downturn and its associated future impacts. Carbon credits within the proposed cap and trade legislation (already introduced in the US) would also make the project significantly more profitable. Local employment, volunteering and training opportunities will be created as well as crucial awareness raising and education activities, regarding healthy eating, local food, human behaviour etc. Tourism and recreation are also key themes and links/opportunities will be identified. The shelter itself would represent a unique sustainable food production centre that could be promoted for tourism (e.g. - site visits, education visits, schools) or as an add on to existing attractions. Up till now, there has been little financial incentive for local people to eat local food, with much greater diversities available for cheaper at supermarkets. This project could act as a significant step towards reversing this trend and increasing incentives amongst the general public to buy local and prevent economic leakage. Peak oil, climate change and rising food prices are highlighting an ever-increasing need for communities to become more self-sufficient. Projected food shortages (with rising oil prices and failing agricultural agriculture business models) also mean that local action is becoming more urgently required.

The project has also been developed with the aim of increasing the health levels of the consumer populations. Food produced would be totally contaminant free whilst also containing the 52 essential minerals in balanced, life supporting proportions (compared to the average of five in most supermarket foods). The project aims to help increase the health levels of consumer populations that so often put up with poor quality, contaminated food, with very low levels of nutrition. 

Opportunities for replicating this model could also enable increasing numbers of community groups to produce food for themselves (possibly as cooperatives), becoming increasingly self-sustaining, whilst also generating income. Most importantly, the bioshelters provide opportunities for communities to become more self reliant (with little or no impact on the natural resource base), whilst creating more prosperous and economically viable communities. There are also opportunities for linking and working with local farmers and development trusts. Discussions of this nature are already underway. 

Stage 1 of this project would culminate in the production of full development plans (with detailed architects drawings, energy requirements, etc), which would provide an accurate framework for delivery. It would also identify complimentary community activities to run alongside the project (e.g. – promotion, education, awareness raising, youth enterprise).

Estimated costs for development work (phase 1) are around £75K. Remaining costs to build the bioshelter (following completion of phase 1) are estimated at around £150K per 10000 sq ft. Operating costs work out at approximately 50K per annum (per 10000 sq ft) with projected incomes of between £75-300K per annum (wholesale value), depending on what food types are grown. It is likely that we would begin with high profit/high demand products such as tomatoes and thereon diversify appropriately. Notably, efficiency rates increase further with size. Development study costs appear to be high but represent a significant proportion of overall final project costs and are therefore considered to represent good value for money.

How will you know if the project is a success?

The biggest challenge for the project will be to secure a steady market for its produce, which will allow it to operate as a viable enterprise. However, its unique ability to replace imported (and out of season) foods whilst also producing them at lower cost (and at required regular intervals) will act as a significant advantage. Links with distribution companies would need to be established, but market research has shown that many distribution companies and supermarkets eagerley await the opportunity to buy such scarcely available products which are usually only available (if at all) at overly inflated prices.  Transport costs could be minimised by locating directly next to the markets. High quality space is not required though a location of reasonably good air quality is preferable. 

The success of the project will be measured by the amount of food that is produced (as well as the type), the amount of income taken as well as the number of employment, volunteering, training and education opportunities that have been created. We will also measure the number of young people (as well as other sections of the community) that visit the centre and learn about these new techniques, how they link with key issues such as climate change, peak oil etc and why they are important to our future. The extent of spin off activities and enterprise will also be measurable. Project turnover will also represent a figure that would otherwise have been leaked from the local economy. “Economic recycling” and shrinking local money supplies are at the very root of the economic downturn and in urgent need of being addressed. 

More precise outputs and outcomes would be identified during the phase 1 development work, which could involve researching further complimentary activities (e.g. – biodiesel production, beekeeping, biodynamic farming, care work etc.) and as stated above, will culminate in the production of a full business plan to accompany the design drawings and technological aspects. 

