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Lyndhurst Community Centre  

Lyndhurst Community Centre is a charity-run community building located in Lyndhurst, New Forest, 

Hampshire. It was built in 1962 and has over the decades become a hub of the village. The Centre is 

regularly used by over 40 local community groups and businesses, and activities range from art, 

aviation, photography, music and sport to farmers’ markets and other special events. Lyndhurst 

Community Centre went through a complete, £700,000 refurbishment during 2009-2010 and as a 

result the building now houses an improved library, new kitchen, meeting rooms and a biomass 

boiler. Lyndhurst Community Centre was the first community centre in the New Forest to install a 

biomass heating system, creating also opportunities for local wood fuel supply networks to develop. 

The refurbishment’s part-funder, the New Forest National Park Authority (referred to as Park 

Authority), has facilitated links between local wood fuel supply and demand, creating uses for 

previously unmanaged woodland. This innovation history traces the development of the Lyndhurst 

Community Centre’s refurbishment, from ideas stage into practical implementation.   

Key Insights 

This innovation history is relevant to the CISE project as it shows the commitment and capabilities of 

those involved in leading and implementing community energy projects. It also shows how important 

facilitating organisations, who advice such projects, are. The Lyndhurst Community Centre’s 

innovation history highlights the following issues linked to community energy development: 

 Physical problems, such as an ageing heating system, can lead to community action.  The 

idea for the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s refurbishment came from its part-time manager 

who, when starting in his job in 2001, felt that something had to be done in order to save 

the ageing building and replace its expensive and inefficient heating system. This shows 

how community energy actions are not always motivated by only sustainability issues. 

 Successful community energy projects often require someone to lead them and see the 

project’s implementation through. However, committed leaders are often supported by a 

team of willing and motivated community members. This was also demonstrated in 

Lyndhurst. 

 Community energy projects usually require external funding. Various types of funding exist, 

though it can be tricky for communities to know which grants are available and how to apply 

for them. Projects can also be self-financed and include models such as co-operatives. 

 The changing nature of funding programmes can be a real headache for community 

groups. In the Lyndhurst case for instance receiving a capital grant (from the Park 

Authority’s Sustainable Development Fund) has meant that they are not eligible for 

Government revenue streams (e.g. the Renewable Heat Incentive). 

 Learning happens across the community energy context, from actual projects to the 

agencies that fund and advice them. Learning can be about how to certain technology 

works or how to set up a funding scheme, but also about how to manage projects, network 

with people, form useful relationships and share the learning experience.  

 Networking amongst community energy projects varies from project to project. Some 

network extensively, while others develop in relative isolation with only a few local contacts.  
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Community Innovation in Sustainable Energy 

 
The combined pressures of climate change, peak oil and threats to energy security are increasingly 

seen as demanding a fundamental transition in the energy system. In this context, there has been a 

surge of interest and activity in small-scale, sustainable energy projects led by local communities. 

Examples include insulation clubs, energy awareness and behaviour change networks, and 

cooperatively-owned small-scale renewable energy systems. Whilst these projects have 

experimented with a wide range of different sustainable energy solutions, previous research has 

highlighted the profound challenges community energy projects face in growing, diffusing or even 

simply surviving. In particular, there is a tendency to treat them as marginal and parallel to 

mainstream energy systems and, as such, little is known about how or why community energy 

projects do or do not spread or grow into wider society, nor about their potential influence on wider 

low-carbon transitions.  

The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy (CISE) research project engages with this gap in 

knowledge by examining the processes under which community energy projects have spread and 

grown within the UK. We do this with a view to providing independent advice to policy-makers, 

community groups and energy businesses about the merits and processes for supporting community 

energy. To achieve these aims, the CISE project is undertaking a variety of research activities. These 

activities include working with 12 community energy projects in-depth to explore the key challenges 

being faced on-the-ground, the extent of networking and learning between projects, and whether this  

is assisting in the diffusion of community energy.  

Inspired by the Institutional Learning and Change Initiative and by Bath University’s ‘Low Carbon 

Works’ project, the individual reports on each of the 12 projects are being presented as ‘innovation  

Histories’. Unlike conventional case study reports, innovation histories aim to gather human stories of 

what happened during project development to provide a multi-voiced account of the innovation 

process. They encourage key individuals to reflect on their own actions and how they are linked with 

the actions of others, and therefore make it possible for external parties to learn from others’ real-life 

experiences. Rather than privileging the perspective of the researcher, innovation histories are 

presented in a narrative format that juxtaposes quotes from core participants, the researcher’s own 

reflections on key developments, and wider theoretical insights relating to the innovation and diffusion 

of community energy. These are based on accounts gathered during in-depth interviews with project 

members and project meetings and information gained from published materials and the project 

website. Participant and project anonymity has been respected where requested. 

 

 

 

 

Participant 
quotes 

Researcher 
reflections 

 

Theoretical insights  
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Lyndhurst Community Centre: An Innovation History 

The beginning: Lyndhurst Community Centre is in need of repair 

Lyndhurst Community Centre is located in the centre of picturesque village of Lyndhurst, New Forest. 

It is easily accessible from the main High Street, next to a public car park and the New Forest Visitor 

Centre. Built in 1962, Lyndhurst Community Centre leases its land from the Forestry Commission, 

whose New Forest office is located in close proximity to the Community Centre. The building itself 

was a barn-based hall, to which extensions such as a community hall, public library and a kitchen 

have been added through the years. Lyndhurst Community Centre has become a thriving centre of 

the village and is regularly used by local people, groups and businesses.  

 

Lyndhurst Community Centre is run by a charitable Lyndhurst and District Community Association, 

and it has a part-time manager and four part-time staff. The Lyndhurst and District Community 

Association committee includes a chairman, treasurer, secretary and six ordinary members. In 

addition, the Lyndhurst and District Community Association has an external auditor.  

 

For the past eleven years Lyndhurst Community Centre’s daily running has been in the hands of 

manager John Charlesworth. He is assisted by a team of four part-time staff, Claire Wickens, Ray 

Mitchell, Peter Davies and Alana Bubb, and between them they ensure that Lyndhurst Community 

Centre is manned and open seven days a week. John has lived in Lyndhurst since 1978 and he is an 

active member of the village community. He is a local councillor and belongs to various clubs and 

societies. John worked at Unilever for 40 years, starting as a van boy and working his way up to 

become a local director of marketing and sales. Following retirement and a short spell of private 

consultancy, John started at the Lyndhurst Community Centre in 2001. He felt that it was his time to 

give something back to the community. Initially his plan was to be there for one or two years, but he 

enjoyed the work so much that he has ended up staying for much longer. 

  

 

 
Soon after starting at Lyndhurst Community Centre John realised that the building was in desperate 

need of repair. As a result of several extensions over the years, the building had ended up with a 

three-part heating system, consisting of one electric heater and two gas heaters. It was inefficient and 

expensive to run. The main hall had a ceiling that was too high and a roof that was not insulated. 

Windows were single glazed and doors draughty. In other words, the building was leaking heat. 

 
 

“The objective was to combine all the 

heating systems into one, in an old 

building. The building itself was so 

old that we were leaking energy, 

right, right throughout the building.” 

John 

It was clear to me that a 

physical problem, i.e. an 

old building that was in a 

poor condition, was the 

starting point for community 

energy action in Lyndhurst. 
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Furthermore, there were structural problems that needed to be addressed. In 2004 it became clear to 

John that the Lyndhurst Community Centre had two options, either to go through a major 

refurbishment or eventually close down.  

Opportunities: Searching for funding options 

It took John another three to four years before firm plans started to shape up for the refurbishment, 

mainly due to limited funds. John spent several years looking for suitable funding sources, mainly 

talking to his local contacts and friends, and searching the internet. John wrote to local authorities 

including Lyndhurst Parish Council, Hampshire County Council and New Forest District Council. He 

also contacted the South East England Development Agency (SEEDA) and the New Forest National 

Park Authority (Park Authority) to enquire about possible grants for renewable energy projects. 

Through his research and contacts he identified The Big Lottery Fund’s Community Buildings 

programme as a potential funding source that could have awards large enough to fund the Lyndhurst 

Community Centre’s refurbishment. The Community Buildings programme funds buildings that give 

communities a chance to improve their quality of life and meet local needs. John also had, however, 

in mind the possibility of using renewable energy in the building. 

 

Social capital and the importance of relationships 

Social capital and existing (non-energy-related) social relationships are crucial for 

community energy projects. Friends, neighbours and local contacts provide trusted 

leads, while the internet allows for wider searches or information and knowledge. 

While online sources are used widely, it seems that local, personal contacts are the 

most important ones. This demonstrates the different kinds of relationships that help 

the development of community energy projects.   

In 2008, John presented to the Lyndhurst and District Community Association committee what he 

called a “back of an envelope” plan for the refurbishment. He was aware that the building was very 

energy inefficient, so part of the refurbishment was to improve the energy performance of the building 

and also to consider the potential of using renewable energy. His plan included better insulation, 

some form of renewable energy, double-glazed windows, new doors and extending the building to 

accommodate a new kitchen, library and improved meetings rooms. The committee liked John’s initial 

ideas but they were concerned about funding. The building had major problems and was potentially 

facing closure, but the Lyndhurst and District Community Association were not keen to take a large 

loan to address these. However, John reassured the committee that the key objective for the 

refurbishment would be to raise necessary funds before any work would begin. On this promise, the 

Lyndhurst and District Community Association encouraged John to start applying for funding and to 

contract an architect to help with the actual plans for the refurbishment. It was important at this stage 

to use the expert knowledge of an architect to get the plans right for grant funding applications. 

 

As The Big Lottery funding application was only going to be relevant for the building part of the 

refurbishment, John looked elsewhere for renewable energy grants. Around the same time, John also 

met with local architects Searle & Searle Building Consultants to talk through his initial plans for the 

“We had no debt, no interest payments, 
and we had raised the funds and got 
the money in the bank before we spent 
any money, which is essential. I know 
of projects where people have taken out 
a loan and they’re still paying the 
interest. This community centre has no 
debt now, after spending £780,000.” 
John 
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refurbishment and the potential to use renewable energy as a heating source. As Searle & Searle had 

no previous experience with installing renewable energy at a similar scale, John was left to find out 

more information about what could be feasible. John knew that the Park Authority had funding 

available for local renewable energy projects and as he did not know where to start or what 

renewable energy he may be looking to use in the building, he contacted the Park Authority in 2008 

for more advice.  

 

John’s main contact at the Park Authority was Claire Gingell, who worked as a Sustainable 

Development Fund (Sustainable Development Fund) Officer at the time. Claire had joined the Park 

Authority at its establishment in 2006. Claire was directly involved in setting up the Sustainable 

Development Fund at the Park Authority. Sustainable Development Funds were launched in 2000 in 

Wales by the Welsh Government and then rolled out across English National Parks by the 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). All national parks in England and 

Wales were given an additional sum of money on top of their standard grant, with which they had to 

set up a Sustainable Development Fund.  

 

The initial criteria for the scheme were the same for all national parks, but it was left to the individual 

national parks as to how they interpret those criteria. All National Parks were expected to run an 

Sustainable Development Fund and applications to the Sustainable Development Fund had to be 

assessed by a panel, which included local representatives from the area. According to Claire, setting 

up the Sustainable Development Fund at the Park Authority was made easier as they were able to 

learn from other national parks that had already been running an Sustainable Development Fund for 

four years.  

 

 

Claire’s manager had visited other parks to learn about all the different Sustainable Development 

Fund processes and procedures that they used. They were able to see for instance what types of 

application forms other Sustainable Development Funds used, how they assessed projects and who 

they had in their selection panels. This meant that Park Authority was able to cherry-pick aspects that 

they liked and leave out the elements that they did not like about other Sustainable Development 

Funds. They were able to learn from others’ experiences and identify issues that had worked well and 

issues that had not worked so well in other Sustainable Development Funds.  

This made me realise how 
important learning is not 

only for community groups, 
but also for the 

intermediary organisations 
such as funding bodies, 

that deal with them.  

 

 

 

 “So we were able to learn a lot from 
their experience, really, the things that 
do work and things that they've found 
don't work.” Claire 
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The Park Authority also had broad guidelines from DEFRA, according to which the Sustainable 

Development Fund had to be user-friendly and flexible, and support projects that showed 

environmental, community and economic benefits to the national park. Claire said that the Park 

Authority tried to make their Sustainable Development Fund application process as simple as 

possible, not ask for any more information than was necessary and provide help and support.  

 

Learning and creating conditions to suit your local needs  

Learning is prominent in community energy projects, especially when groups are 

faced with new technologies or institutional settings. This is also relevant to 

organisations such as funding bodies, especially in setting up new funding 

programmes. The ability to adjust relevant knowledge to each organisation’s 

individual circumstances and local setting allows funding institutions to learn from 

others’ experiences and choose aspects that work for them in their local area.   

The funding for the Sustainable Development Fund initially came as an additional funding from the 

Welsh Government and DEFRA, but since the Coalition Government came to power in 2010, national 

parks have been faced with extra cuts. Instead they have to use their core funding also for the 

Sustainable Development Fund. In the Park Authority, this has meant that the Sustainable 

Development Fund has steadily declined over the years. The Park Authority received an additional 

£220,000 in the years 2007 and 2008, and £200,000 in 2009 from DEFRA for the Sustainable 

Development Fund. However, since 2010, the additional DEFRA funding has stopped and the size of 

the Sustainable Development Fund reduced to £180,000 in 2010, £160,000 in 2011, £150,000 in 

2012 and £140,000 in 2013. This has meant that the Sustainable Development Fund in the New 

Forest has been able to fund fewer projects than they were able to in previous years. 

 

When John contacted Claire for the first time about the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s refurbishment, 

it was as much about getting help and information about renewable energy as exploring potential 

funding opportunities. Following John’s contact with Claire, she suggested that at first Lyndhurst 

Community Centre should find out what options they had for energy efficiency and renewable energy 

in the building. In order to do that, Claire encouraged John to apply for a grant from the Sustainable 

Development Fund to conduct an independent energy feasibility study to establish the building’s 

energy requirements and potential for energy efficiency and renewable energy.  

 

On the Park Authority’s advice, Lyndhurst Community Centre applied for a grant and successfully 

secured £5,000 funding to conduct an independent feasibility study. It was the first feasibility study 

that the Park Authority’s Sustainable Development Fund had funded, and according to Claire the 

Sustainable Development Fund committee had some reservation whether that decision may start a 

stream of applications for other feasibility studies. However, the problems that John was facing in his 

request for renewable energy were typical of several people that contacted the Park Authority. As 

Claire put it, the Sustainable Development Funds key objective was to get people from having a great 

idea, to actually having a well-worked out project. The Park Authority has invested a great deal of 

resources into providing that initial support and that was also very much Claire’s role when she first 

joined Park Authority and when she was first contacted by John.  

“They phoned me up and said we really 
want to use green energy in the new 
building but we’ve got no idea how to 
go about it or what that energy should 
be or where to get advice, can you help 
us?  We helped them to put an 
application into the Sustainable 
Development Fund”. Claire 

 
 

This demonstrates in real life 
the funding challenges that 
community energy projects 
face. Funding programmes 
tend to change or have a 

stop-start nature.  
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Claire later moved onto a role as Project Delivery Manager, but the current Sustainable Development 

Fund Project Officer still does a very similar supporting role in terms of getting calls from people about 

their ideas, visiting potential projects, talking through their ideas, making suggestions, going through 

paperwork and helping out with the actual Sustainable Development Fund application form.  

 

Intermediary organisations 

Intermediary organisations such as funding bodies help facilitate community energy 

projects. They do not only provide financial resources, but also help to create 

knowledge, build networks and assist with strategic project management. In 

Lyndhurst for instance the role of the Park Authority was to provide financial 

resources but also direct Lyndhurst Community Centre to the direction of other 

biomass users and wood fuel producers. By brining users and producers together, 

intermediary organisations can create opportunities for supply chains to develop and 

aid the replication of community energy projects. 

Identifying what is feasible  

Following the success of the Sustainable Development Fund application, the Lyndhurst Community 

Centre had an energy feasibility study conducted by an independent energy consultant John Peaple 

based at Salisbury. The feasibility study assessed the existing building and identified which energy 

efficiency measures could be put in place and then looked at various renewable energy options 

including solar thermal, solar PV, ground source heat pumps and biomass. The feasibility study 

highlighted several energy efficiency measures that could be incorporated into the refurbishment 

programme, including lowering the ceiling, changing doors and windows, and installing extra 

insulation.  

 

The feasibility study focused on energy efficiency measures first, before looking at renewable energy 

options. At the time, when there were no Feed-in-Tariff or other incentives in place, biomass proved 

to be the best option economically. Following the feasibility study and the establishment of biomass 

as the best option for the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s heating needs John was encouraged by 

Claire to apply for more funding from the Sustainable Development Fund for the biomass system. 

This also matched with the Park Authority’s interests as they were particularly keen to support the use 

of biomass energy in order to encourage sustainable management of local woodlands. At the time, 

the Park Authority was funding other projects to support the management of woodlands and the 

production of woodchip fuel. There are vast amounts of private woodlands in the New Forest National 

Park, some of which have not been managed for 50-60 years, mainly because there have been no 

incentives to manage them. Hence the Park Authority has an interest to get such woodland back into 

sustainable management from a wildlife and conservation point of view. Using woodland to produce 

wood fuel gives land owners a much required incentive to manage their woodlands. Hence the Park 

Authority has a two-fold interest in biomass: to bring woodlands back into management and to 

replace fossil fuel-based energy systems with carbon neutral options.  

 

The relationship with 
the Park Authority is 
interesting - are they 
more than funders? 
How is the role of 

intermediaries set in 
each project?  
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Motivations, objectives and expectations 

Community energy projects have varying motivations and expectations, which are 

formulated by both the community energy practitioners themselves and their key 

stakeholders. Intermediary organisations such as local authorities or funding bodies 

can influence how these expectations are met. Support for projects may mean using 

solutions which are of mutual interest to different organisations and their own 

priorities. Projects have to be meaningful and bring advantages to groups with 

different interests. In the case of Lyndhurst for instance, the Park Authority saw an 

opportunity to develop wood fuel systems as well as help create end use markets. 

They were able to learn from and benefit each other, helping to meet the other’s 

objectives. 

At the same time as John was in contact with the Park Authority about the energy requirements of the 

building refurbishment, he was also filling in the larger, £434,000 funding application to the Big 

Lottery. According to John, that part of fund raising was the most time-consuming as they had to 

provide a business plan for three years, estimating all outgoings and income, and provide estimates 

of usage for each part of the building. For instance this included forecasting the number of users to 

the library. The old library in the Lyndhurst Community Centre had 800 users a month and John 

estimated in his funding application that this would raise to 1,200 a month.  

 

However, in the end the number of users has almost doubled with around 2,000 people using the 

library each month after the refurbishment. Another issue that John mentioned as very time 

consuming was some unexpected proceedings relating to the land Lyndhurst Community Centre is 

located on. When John went to get the Deeds for the building for example, he had to get local solicitor 

Paola Russell involved because in some instances the land had not been registered and some of the 

trustees mentioned in the Deeds had passed away but had not been replaced in the paperwork.  

 

Overall, John ended up using much of his time in 2008 finalising the Big Lottery application and the 

other strands of funding that he had identified. These included the Sustainable Development Fund, 

local authorities and raising money from the local community by arranging events such as “Buy a 

Brick” in the Lyndhurst Community Centre. John estimated that he used around 100 days work for the 

various funding applications. Despite the amount of time this took, John was very happy with the 

support he received from the Big Lottery, the Park Authority and the local authorities. He praised the 

Big Lottery especially for their help and support throughout the application process.  

 

Decision on the Big Lottery funding application was made in December 2008 and Lyndhurst 

Community Centre was awarded £434,000.  In addition, a further £270,000 was raised from other 

organisations and the local community. The final refurbishment project plan included a range of 

renovations such as extending the existing building to create a new multi-purpose hall, enlarging and 

modernising the hall’s 48-year-old kitchen area, and doubling and refurbishing the public library 

space. The extended library area also included a dedicated book corner for children and space for 

community internet access, both of which were also easily accessible to people with disabilities. 

 

“So, these sorts of things crop up that 
you don't expect and that's all getting 
the paperwork together before you can 
apply for the funding. So, you know, 
you don't know until you start talking to 
people what is actually going on, and 
when you do it's “Oh, the three trustees 
are dead, we can't do this unless we 
have new trustees”. So you then have 
to get the death certificates from 
trustees of years ago, you know, in 
1962, you know, and so you had... that 
took time to delve into it, you know. 
Research took time, you know.” John 

Community energy in this 
case provides a service for 

other local activities – a 
warm and comfortable 

library may attract more 
users than a draughty one. 

 

 

“I found the Lottery very supportive of 
our application, which was tremendous 
really. They were on the end of a 
phone, on the end of an email, you 
know, you could contact them and if 
you got back to them today and they 
were out of the office, they would be 
back to you the next day.  We had a 
great relationship and we had three 
visits from the Lottery during the 
refurbishment programme.” John 
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Regular meetings keep the project on track  

After the Lottery Fund’s positive funding decision John set up a dedicated project team for the 

refurbishment project. The project team included the building contractors Blaydon Developments Ltd, 

architects Searle and Searle, surveyors Howard Brindley Partnership and solicitors Paola Russell and 

committee members. The actual refurbishment work began in June 2009 and the project team had 

fortnightly meetings with the aim of keeping progress and budgets in check, ensuring that any 

problems, risks or issues arising were dealt with in good time.  

 

The meetings were particularly useful in relation to the project’s budget and checking spending 

against allocated funds. One of the positives of these meetings for John was the ease of keeping 

track of the project and allowing for small budgetary changes if needed. John was also adamant that 

using local contractors was beneficial in several ways. They were easily contactable, flexible to small 

changes, and most importantly, had an interest in the local area and wanted to see the community 

centre to succeed. 

Further money is needed for biomass boiler plans  

Following Claire’s advice and the results from the energy feasibility study, John applied for a second 

grant from the Sustainable Development Fund, to develop design plans for the biomass heating 

system. Given the Park Authority’s interest in biomass, they were also keen to find out how such a 

system could potentially work in a scale such as the Lyndhurst Community Centre. Not long before 

the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s application, the Park Authority had granted £21 ,218 (30% of total 

£70 ,725) to a biomass district heating system in a more domestic setting, on the Ipley Manor estate 

which includes five houses. This project obtained their wood fuel from their own woodlands, in effect 

bringing their woodland back into management to provide the fuel to heat properties on the estate 

and creating a small district heating scheme. The second Sustainable Development Fund application 

was also successful, securing the Lyndhurst Community Centre a £3,754 grant, which was 75% of 

the total £5,005 project costs.  

Getting projects off the 
ground does not only 

require funding, but also 
knowledge of how to get 

from A to B. Projects need 
clear objectives, budgets 

and delivery plans. 

 

“A community group, business or even 
a private householder often wants to 
put in green energy and do the right 
thing, but they can't get any 
independent advice.  The solar panel 
companies will tell them they should go 
with solar, and the biomass companies 
will tell them to go biomass and they 
really struggle to get that independent 
advice on what is best for their 
situation.” Claire 
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This grant helped the Lyndhurst Community Centre to draw up very detailed design plans of the 

biomass system and how it would be incorporated into the existing heating system in the building. 

This included issues such as sizing the boiler, how it would fit with existing pipe works and the 

existing gas heating system, identifying a location for the wood fuel storage and exploring potential 

local wood fuel sources.  

 

Before the second Sustainable Development Fund application, Rob Dewing, a Lyndhurst resident, 

had joined the Sustainable Development Fund Panel in 2009 following an article in the local paper. 

Rob had completed a degree in mechanical engineering at Reading University in the 1970s which 

had got him interested in renewable energy. After his degree, Rob worked in London with the 

Commonwealth Secretariat and then in manufacturing industry. He has lived in Lyndhurst for 10 

years and now runs his own business building websites. Rob has been involved in small business 

lobbying through bodies like the Federation of Small Businesses, and when the Park Authority 

advertised for a post in the Sustainable Development Fund committee for someone representing the 

business community in particular, it felt like an obvious post for Rob to apply for. He had been in two 

Sustainable Development Fund Panel meetings before the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s second 

application came in and Rob was aware that refurbishment plans were going ahead for the Lyndhurst 

Community Centre, as he had seen the various fund raising efforts in the village.  

 

Following Lyndhurst Community Centre’s second successful bid to the Sustainable Development 

Fund, John contacted Rob with an aim to try and get him to help with the refurbishment project. John 

was taken by Rob’s interest and knowledge in renewable energy and thought that he would be an 

ideal person to help with the project. This also meant that if Rob joined the team, he would no longer 

be able to deal with any future Sustainable Development Fund applications from the Lyndhurst 

Community Centre. For John, however, it was more important to have someone who lived locally and 

knew of renewable energy, to come and help with plans for the biomass heating system.  

 

Pre-existing capabilities 

The success of community energy projects rely on the skills of those involved in 

them. Successful projects often have leaders who are dedicated and can get the right 

people involved, with the right skills sets. They also have the capabilities to use and 

adapt pre-existing knowledge and transferable skills in new situations. These can 

include for instance activities such as filling in funding applications, organising 

meetings and learning about new technology.  

Third and final funding application to the Sustainable Development Fund  

Following the drawing of design plans for the biomass system, Lyndhurst Community Centre was 

able to have the system’s costs estimated and they invited quotes from potential installers. By this 

point, Rob had joined Lyndhurst Community Centre’s project team. He was actively involved from the 

start as in effect he was the only person on the project team who had previous knowledge about 

sustainable energy and fully understood biomass technology. This was especially helpful as the 

project’s building designer for instance had not installed biomass before and he took some convincing 

by both John and Claire to come around to the idea of biomass and its suitability for the project. 

“He phoned me and said “You live in 
the village, you've obviously got some 
knowledge of both the technology and 
the funding process, would you join our 
project team?” and I said “Well, you 
realise that'll prejudice my ability to, in 
the panel role, deal with any future 
applications from the Centre?” and he 
said “Yeah, that's fine. I'd rather have 
you working on our team, running the 
project than on the panel giving us the 
money.” Rob 

I noted that in small local 
settings, roles can easily 

change.  In Rob’s case he 
went from a grant funder to 
a grant applicant in a fairly 

short space of time. 

 

 

 

Community approaches 

often rely upon volunteers 

and it is incredible how 

broad the skills and 

capabilities of those 

volunteers are. 
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Furthermore, Rob’s role in the project became interesting also in a sense that he switched roles by 

becoming a grant applicant to the funding body on which he had sat as a panel member before. Later 

on, Rob also ended up becoming Chairman of the Lyndhurst and District Community Association 

committee.   

 

Once Lyndhurst Community Centre had received three quotes for the biomass installation, they made 

a third and final funding application to the Sustainable Development Fund. They had decided to go 

with a local company New Forest Energy who supplied woodchip in the New Forest area. According 

to Rob, their quote was reasonable and also seemed to have the best technical back-up. The third 

Sustainable Development Fund application was also successful and Sustainable Development Fund 

funded the maximum amount available at the time £25,000. This covered 37% of the total biomass 

project costs of £67,132. In addition to this, Lyndhurst Community Centre also received money from 

RDPE Leader, a European-wide initiative which provides funding to rural communities, and which is 

managed by the New Forest District Council. The Park Authority encouraged Lyndhurst Community 

Centre to apply for the Leader funding too. This application was, according to Rob, made by the 

Lyndhurst Community Centre, with a lot of help from the District Council. In the end they secured 

£50,000 through this grant. 

Implementation stage: building a warm and practical space for the local community 

Once Lyndhurst Community Centre received confirmation of the funding for the third Sustainable 

Development Fund grant they were able to go ahead with the actual biomass installation. However, 

before installation could begin that they had to apply for planning permission from the Park Authority. 

According to John, the planning application was a fairly straightforward and simple process and did 

not take longer than the statutory required time. The Park Authority’s planning team had already been 

informed of the potential biomass project by the Sustainable Development Fund Officer, although an 

Sustainable Development Fund grant does not prejudice a decision on planning consent.  

 

One of the larger planning issues was the creation of a wood fuel store, which would store the 

woodchips on site. One of the key issues regarding the storage was logistics and access to the wood 

fuel store by delivery trucks. The roads in Lyndhurst village are narrow and hence the car park 

adjacent to the Lyndhurst Community Centre proved to be the best site as it had relatively easy 

access and it would also be fairly empty in early mornings when deliveries could be made.  

 

Once the biomass installation began in January 2010 most of the building’s refurbishment work had 

been completed. The actual installation of the biomass boiler was relatively straightforward and it was 

located in one of the store rooms of the building. However, the wood fuel storage proved more 

complicated. When builders started to dig a pit for the wood fuel storage to go into, they suddenly 

found an unknown water spring underneath. This meant that the building designer had to adjust the 

design of the pit and install an extra water pump. This was a major issue for the biomass installation 

and caused delays for about a month. However, according to John the project still met their target 

completion date as the team’s regular meetings ensured that when problems, such as the discovery 

of the water spring happened, they were able to deal with them swiftly.  

 

“I mean obviously we had quantity 
surveyors and people like that on our 
side, but in terms of understanding the 
technology I was fairly much the sole 
resource, which is why John was keen 
to have me on the team.” Rob 
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The whole building refurbishment project took around nine months to complete and during that time 

parts of the Lyndhurst Community Centre were kept open to the public. Certain rooms were made 

available for the contractors to work in while other rooms were being used for meetings. For instance 

the part of the building housing the library was closed completely during the project. However, a 

mobile library was placed in the car park to allow people to continue lending books. Lyndhurst 

Community Centre also hired a large Portakabin and located it at the back of the building. The 

Portakabin was equipped with heating and electricity, and it was used for meetings. According to 

John the partial use of the Centre was planned in advance as it was crucial to keep the Centre going 

in some form during the refurbishment in order to bring in revenue and not let users of the Community 

Centre down. The local community and users of the Centre were kept up to date about various stages 

of the refurbishment via the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s monthly “What’s On” magazine, and this 

communication was, according to John, key part of the project plan. 

Operation and learning about new technology 

Since the installation of the biomass boiler, Rob in particular was busy learning how the new system 

works. He also taught how to use the equipment to Lyndhurst Community Centre’s part-time 

caretaker Alana. It fairly soon became apparent to Rob that a biomass system is not a fit-and-forget 

installation in the way that a gas-fired system is. In terms of system maintenance, the boiler requires 

a regular programme of maintenance. For instance, it has parts that need greasing and parts that 

require brushing ash off them on a regular basis. The Lyndhurst Community Centre also experienced 

a number of boiler outages in the first year which were triggered by issues such as sensors picking up 

wind gusting in the chimney. According to Rob, the whole running of the system has required, at 

times, a fair amount of attention and someone to be available with a reasonable awareness of 

engineering skills. Despite the initial teething problems, the system has overall proved to be reliable 

and according to Rob, in the first two years of its operation it has worked relatively well. 

 

 

This shows how well in 
advance the project was 

planned and how John and 
his team had really thought 
hard how to ensure that the 
Centre keeps going and is 
available to its users during 

the building works. 

 

 
 

“It's essential that you plan ahead on it, 
if you don't plan ahead, how are you 
going to operate? You either close the 
centre down and get no revenue, but 
we managed to keep our revenue going 
which contributed towards the cost of 
the whole operation…because we set 
the plan out and because we had great 
communication, we used our What's On 
magazine to communicate to the 
community what we were doing each 
month…where they couldn't go and we 
actually asked them for their 
understanding and everyone did a 
fantastic job.” John 

“I don't think the average caretaker 
would have coped particularly well 
with it. We would have had a lot 
more down time than we have had. 
So I've spent quite a lot of time fixing 
things on the system which I didn't 
expect to have to do.” Rob 

Lyndhurst needed and 

found people who were 

able to deal with 

technology and also initial 

teething problems. What 

about projects who may 

not have these skills? 
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Networking and knowledge creation: the importance of others’ experience 

Throughout the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s refurbishment project, John was very active in using 

his existing networks and also creating new ones. If he was relatively well known in the village at the 

start of the project, he was to become really well known by the end of it. John was very good at using 

his contacts in the village and encouraged this also in the project. It was also his enthusiasm towards 

using local contractors and builders that according to John lead to the project’s success as he was 

always able to speak to everyone involved in person about any matters arising. This also meant that 

one of the merits of this community-based approach was that the refurbishment project, and using 

local wood fuel supply, was also able to contribute to the local economy. Furthermore, there was a 

real sense that the local people in the village wanted the project to succeed and offered their help in 

terms of fundraising.    

 

During the refurbishment project, Rob made a visit to a nearby private estate Ipley Manor which had 

also received funding from Sustainable Development Fund for a biomass boiler. Rob mentioned this 

visit as one of the most useful ways of finding information about biomass as he was able to see for 

himself an actual installation in real life. This visit was particularly useful regarding information on 

wood fuel and Ipley Manor’s experiences on aspects such as consistency of wood fuel, how to store it 

and what to expect from its performance.  

 

John and Rob both were also very able to use information available on the internet and both 

mentioned that they used search engines and various websites to find information. In John’s case this 

was mainly information on funding sources and in Rob’s case about biomass technology. This 

included information on issues such as woodchip quality and performance. Even though neither had 

completed any funding applications for renewable energy before, both had pre-existing capabilities 

that helped them. John mentioned that his experience at Unilever had given him a wealth of 

experience that helped in the bid process, while Rob was good at digesting technical information.  

 

Throughout the funding applications to the Sustainable Development Fund, the help and advice John 

received from the Park Authority was crucial to the biomass project, not only in encouraging for them 

to apply for the Sustainable Development Fund, but also helping by talking through various options. 

Without the Park Authority’s help and involvement, the Lyndhurst Community Centre may have 

chosen a conventional gas boiler, as their knowledge about renewable energy was rather limited.  

I got a feeling when visiting 

Lyndhurst that everyone in 

the village knew John, from 

the local B&B I was staying 

at to local shops and 

restaurants I visited. 
 

 

John and Rob both came 

across as they were very 

capable of finding information 

about things new to them, or 

asking people for help and 

ideas. Firsthand experience 

seems to be very valuable in 

bringing things learnt on the 

internet to life. 

 

 

“It was really a case of going into the 
project with discussion and 
communication with experts that you 
called on and the dialogue was really 
man-to-man, person-to-person, 
because it was new for a lot of them 
as well.” John 

“I used to be a national account 
manager and used to negotiating 
with all the top retail accounts in the 
UK with their boards on trading 
terms. So I had the background 
financially to know exactly how you 
put bids together.” John 
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Sharing experience and looking to the future: potential for a small-scale district 

heating network in Lyndhurst 

The refurbished Lyndhurst Community Centre was officially opened on Friday 26
th
 March 2010. The 

opening ceremony was attended by representatives of all the organisations that funded the project, 

as well as user groups and individuals who had supported the Lyndhurst Community Centre over the 

years.  Speakers at the event included Anne Butcher, Chairman of Lyndhurst and District Community 

Association; Michael Selfe OBE; Dr Julian Lewis, Member of Parliament; Alison Rowe, Head of 

Region South East, Big Lottery Fund; Chris Gwyn Evans, Chairman of New Forest RDPE (Leader) 

Local Action Group; Yinnon Ezra, Director of HCC Culture, Communities and Rural Affairs; Clive 

Chatters, Chairman of Park Authority; Councillor Leslie Puttock, Chairman of New Forest District 

Council; and John Charlesworth. The event was attended by around 200 local people. 

 

As part of their funding to the Big Lottery Fund, Lyndhurst Community Centre had put in the bid that 

they would volunteer to show the building in an Open Day situation for people to come and see what 

they had achieved. Since the opening of the Centre, it has welcomed visits from New Forest 

Transition group, Southampton Airport, Southampton Council, Bournemouth Airport and several other 

community centres who have been to see the biomass system.  

 

John has also regularly attended meetings organised by Hampshire County Council for community 

centre managers. This has also lead to further supplies for the wood fuel supplier, New Forest 

Energy, based in Hinton Admiral, which is located eight miles from Lyndhurst and thus provides a 

relative small footprint for the wood fuel supply as it does not need to transported from far. According 

to John, their experience has helped the further sale of wood fuel and biomass energy in the form of 

Energy Service Company (ESCO) type arrangements for biomass heating systems.  

 

In addition to visits from people, the Lyndhurst Community Centre has also inspired their landlord, the 

Forestry Commission to get involved in renewable energy. The Forestry Commission received a grant 

in 2012 from the Sustainable Development Fund to do a feasibility study on the potential of the 

Forestry Commission’s building to be joined into the Lyndhurst Community Centre’s biomass heating 

system. This would effectively create a small district heating network in Lyndhurst. According to 

Claire, at the time of the initial Lyndhurst Community Centre’s application, the Forestry Commission 

was supportive of the project as a landlord but they did not consider installing a larger scale system 

from the start. However, having seen the positive experiences the Lyndhurst Community Centre has 

had, the Forestry Commission are now looking at options how they could benefit from the excess 

capacity the Centre has in its heating system.  

 

John was clearly touched 

by the support he received 

from his family, colleagues 

and the local people of 

Lyndhurst before, during 

and after the refurbishment 

project. 
 

 

The majority of John’s 

networking activities, 

learning from others and 

sharing experiences, were 

locally-based. Some of this 

activity was more 

organised, while others 

more ad-hoc. 

 
 

This shows how you need 

those early pioneers to just 

go ahead and install new 

systems. Others may then 

take notice and follow. 

 

 

“I wanted to be able to offer 
something to the village that would 
give them what they want to do for, 
you know, their leisure time, at the 
same time offering a business 
opportunity, because we now have 
put internet everywhere, so people 
can come in and use the internet. 
We have a little office they can hire 
to use instead of working at home. It 
was all built in and it was something 
all part of a plan. I suppose one of 
the highest accolades is that the 
local councillor has said that it's one 
of the best community centres in the 
New Forest and he would like to see 
other community centres pulling 
together like we have here, because 
you can do everything here and it's 
really become quite a commercial 
operation.” John 

“Welcome to the new-look Lyndhurst 
Community Centre. Today’s official 
re-opening celebrates the completion 
of our refurbishment project after 
eight years of planning and fund 
raising. We hope that you will agree 
that it has all been worthwhile.” 
Lyndhurst Community Centre Official 
Opening 

Funding programmes are 

not just about giving away 

money. Part of their aims is 

also to use the chosen 

projects for demonstration 

to others. 
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Diffusion of community energy  

The diffusion of community energy is evidenced in projects starting to learn from each other, 

reflecting on other’s experiences, adapting those to their own circumstances and starting to replicate. 

This process is not linear nor always strategic. Projects network and learn from each other, with some 

being very strategic in their actions whilst others take a more ad-hoc approach. Early pioneers can 

encourage others to learn from their experience. They can create pioneering installations that others 

come to learn from, whether subsequent projects are community-based or not. This creates a niche 

space for novel projects to take hold initially, and from which others can learn and diffuse. It is 

important therefore that these pioneers are open to visits and can document and discuss their 

experience for the benefit of others. 

 
The refurbishment project in the Lyndhurst Community Centre took a lot of time and effort. However, 

since its completion, John has not rested nor retired, but has kept on finding ways to improve the 

Centre further. He has successfully secured funding for new projects and is always on the look out to 

provide services that do not exist in Lyndhurst, like a cinema and a skittle alley. According to John, 

community centres have to evolve all the time in order to keep going.   

 
 

 

 

“The Forestry Commission have come 
to us and been awarded an SDF grant 
to look at tapping into the biomass 
system at Lyndhurst.  The system may 
have more capacity than it needs and 
potentially an underground pipe could 
be laid between the community centre 
and the Forestry Commission offices 
and they could both be heated by the 
same.” Claire 

“I was going to retire after one year, I 
was going to retire last year and then 
suddenly our floor went, so I've just 
raised £33,000 to have the floor done. 
But because we carried out – and this is 
the other benefit of carrying out a 
project like that, because the funders 
have confidence that you meet what 
you say you're going to meet.” John 


