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None of the papers are included in this mailing. Please contact Sue Seymour (details in delegate list) if you wish to receive copies.
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Jill Whalley for going to the airline office and paying for Yawo's ticket on the promise that she would be repaid by a friend of a friend!

June Mckerrow for ensuring that we found a way forward.

Fran Whittle for dashing back to the office photocopier.

Wendy Nicholls and her staff at Alfriston Y.H.A. for the effort they put into catering organically - even though so many people chose the non-organic chocolate pudding option!

Ros Guiver for taking the minutes on which this report is based.

WWOOF Australia, WWOOF UK (and the ex WWOOF International), Sue Coppard, Radford Mill Farm, for generous donations.

WWOOF 2000 Conference minutes.

Friday evening - introductions

The founding of WWOOF  - Sue Coppard 

Friday 15th October 1971 was the first ever WWOOF.  Sue lived in London and missed the country.  She had the idea that others with similar feelings to herself might like to help out on organic farms at the weekend and organic farms would appreciate the extra help.  To find hosts Sue contacted Brigadier Vickers of the Soil Association and to find volunteers she advertised in "Time Out".  Brigadier Vickers suggested Emmerson College, a biodynamic training farm, and fifteen people replied to the "Time Out" ad.  Sue arranged a trial weekend.  Three of the original fifteen respondents turned up.  They cut back brambles and hedges, enjoyed themselves and were asked back by the farm manager.  From this weekend and small group of people WWOOF UK was born.  WWOOF in other countries has been started by travellers finding WWOOF and taking the idea home with them. 

WWOOF is successful because it is democratic and acts on feedback.  

WWOOF has changed many peoples' lives - people have met and married, a WWOOFer has become a nun after visiting the convent as a WWOOFer, a novice monk left his order to go WWOOFing!  

WWOOF crosses all social and cultural boundaries.

If all politicians went WWOOFing there would be no wars!

Austria - Hildegard Gottleib

Nature of organisation - registered association.

Started in 1996 with six farms from WWOOF Germany.  By November 1999 there were 99 farms and approximately 300 members.  The Government has declared that WWOOF is acceptable as free time work but there are still problems with the legality of WWOOFing in Austria.  Hildegard has had some financial support from her local government.

WWOOFers are people who are searching for something.

Australia - Garry Ainsworth

Nature of organisation - propriety limited company

WWOOF Australia was started twenty years ago by the Lionel and Valerie Pollard.  The host list now includes 1300 properties and 8000 WWOOFers joined last year. Four newsletters are issued per year.  The data is all computerised. Three full time employees.

WWOOF is great because it is helping the planet, the land, organic farming and each other! 

Canada - John Van Heuvel

Nature of organisation - Co-ordinated by John as a home based taxable organisation

John met an English woman in the early 80s who introduced him to the idea of WWOOFing and he has been running WWOOF Canada since then.  John initially advertised to find hosts.  In 1988 he moved to the West coast, taking WWOOF with him.

'Workers' is a problem as a word - can we change it this weekend? 

Organic has a broad definition and is acceptable.

Cultural exchange is a key part of the WWOOF experience. 

There are 400 hosts, 200 being on the West coast of British Columbia.  There are also native (Indian) hosts on Queen Charlotte Islands.  There are 1000 WWOOFers per annum.  Numbers have dipped a bit in recent years. PR is word of mouth.  65% of WWOOFers are women.  The nationality of WWOOFers is: 44% from Canada, 12% Japanese, 10% US, 10% German, 10% UK, 10% Korean.  Last year twenty-four different countries were represented.

France - John Cant

John has a permaculture centre and has been a host in France for nine years.  It is difficult to promote WWOOFing in France because of the legal system - work in return for board and lodging is interpreted as work so laws relating to minimum wages and insurance would have to be complied with.  John started WWOOF International, now under the umbrella of WWOOF UK, largely to hide French hosts.

There are now 180 farms on international list, dominated by France. 

WWOOF International, in general, only lists hosts where there is no national organisation.  It is, however, listing hosts in the Irish Republic as there have been concerns over the operation of WWOOF Ireland.

Germany - Ulrike Seyel

Nature of organisation - non profit registered association

Ulrike's first experience of WWOOFing was at Sue Seymour's farm.

There are between 600 and 1,000 members and 100 farms in Germany. The farm list is produced in German and English. The organisation is run entirely by volunteers who have specific tasks.  These volunteers meet twice a year to discuss the running of the organisation.  Wilhelmina Polski operates a 'hotline' which is useful if anyone has any problem that they cannot deal with. 

India - Kapil Shah

Nature of organisation - Jatan, a charitable trust working for the promotion of organic farming

Kapil has been farming in India for fifteen years.  He likes the concept of WWOOF, the lack of monetary involvement. 

As in England, Indian culture sees farming as a low status occupation - but farmers are feeding the world.  He wants to bring consumers to farms.  During the last ten years there have been downshifters, even in India!  There are up to eight hosts in India.

- Poppy Dandiy

The Indian Holistic Health Society joined WWOOF International as a host in the summer.  There have been three enquiries from potential WWOOFers so far and two farms to offer people.  Indians want to be like Westerners; there is a chance, within WWOOF, to show that not all Westerners think that consumerism and industrial farming is the way forward.

Italy - Alan and Bridget Pink

Nature of organisation - Non profit organisation, registered

All voluntary work was illegal in Italy until 1998 when a new law was passed which allows for voluntary work under strict conditions - for example the membership fee an organisation can charge is set by the government.  There are also regulations requiring the volunteer to have personal accident insurance.  Alan and Bridget copied the Red Cross charter and have struggled to establish WWOOF Italy, working in a hostile bureaucratic environment.  Emphasis is placed on the cultural exchange aspect of WWOOF.  They produce a host list, with 55 farms, and try to help these hosts in other ways; for example operating a seed bank. 

WWOOF Italy finally became a recognised organisation in July of this year.  So far 150 members have joined, 40 of whom are Italian. Alan and Bridget organise two meetings per year and have ethical financial backing.

Kenya - Samuel Anunda

Nature of organisation - non profit, registered NGO

Samuel and his wife care for twenty orphaned children aged between four and fifteen years old drawn from four tribes in different districts.  Samuel has a background in agriculture.  He managed a tea estate for Brooke Bond but now he is interested in growing organically on the land associated with his orphanage and teaching the children to be self-sufficient in food production.

In Kenya organic farming is largely unknown.  At first Samuel thought it was a new idea, but now he is learning that it's the original way his forefathers farmed.  Many people in Kenya are now farming very small areas as the family land has been divided every generation between all the sons.  People do not have enough land to be self-sufficient in food production.  

For many years now people have subscribed to the 'West is best' philosophy, so farmers today think that lots of chemical fertilisers, pesticides and hybrid seeds are necessary to produce any quantity of food.  There is an opportunity for WWOOF to show the poorer people that organic is the way forward.  Samuel would like to send people to the UK, and other "developed " countries to learn and bring back knowledge of organic farming techniques but he realises that there are many problems with immigration regulations. 

He thanks all for the encouragement and help he has received. 

Korea - Yujin Choi- see paper 

Nature of organisation - agency

Yujin presented the paper and we learnt that her current boss had bought the business of WWOOF Korea, as a travel agency, for a considerable sum of money.  None the less Yujin's current boss is committed to the aims of WWOOF as outlined by the other speakers.

New Zealand - Andrew Strange

Nature of organisation - classed a sole trader for tax purposes

WWOOF New Zealand was set up twenty six years ago by Dick Roberts.  It is now run by Jane and Andrew Strange and they have 600 host in their booklet at present.  There is, on average, about 3,000 travellers WWOOFing in NZ every year. 

There is much interest in New Zealand in the discussions of this conference.  Organic farming is going through a testing time as the government is undermining the existing certification scheme with its own organic stamp of approval which is cheap but is purely a business transaction - there is no philosophy behind it as there is with the existing private certification system.  WWOOF hosts are not required to have organic certification.


Switzerland - Reinhard Luder

Nature of organisation - not registered but Reinhard pays taxes on any "profits"

Reinhard operated as a WWOOF host himself before he had even heard of the organisation!  He put up an advertisement in the Youth Hostel in Zurich, "come and garden for two hours and I'll feed you".  He later heard of WWOOF through friends in the rainforest movement.  The host list now has 50 farms and Reinhard runs it as a part time business, taking a small wage for his endeavours.

Togo - Yawo Agbeko

There are some fundamental differences between WWOOFing in developing countries and in the West.  You must appreciate the problems of everyday life in Togo and then try and run a WWOOF organisation as well!  If a visitor comes to Togo it is necessary to buy bottled water for them.  

WWOOF Togo has many plans and hopes the WWOOF movement can help in promoting organic farming techniques in Togo.

UK Fran Whittle - see conference paper - list of printed material available

Nature of organisation - non profit making company limited by guarantee

£15 to join and this gives six newsletters per year.  WWOOF UK does not release its host list to inexperienced WWOOFers.  People without experience of farm/conservation type work are required to do two weekends which are arranged through a third party.  The host list is called the "Fix It Yourself list" (FIY) and costs the member another £2.  Overseas members also pay £15 per year and we operate a farm placement service for inexperienced members.  They can then apply for a FIY list.

We have an ombudsman to deal with complaints.  We have recently started to visit all people who apply to become hosts, previous to this hosts were accepted without any vetting.
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Saturday Morning - What is WWOOF?

The WWOOF Way - Sue Seymour -see conference paper

The discussion after this mostly centred on the criteria for a WWOOF host - Sue's definition included food production but in general it was felt that a host should be involved in growing and/or farming.  So conservation projects, parks and gardens would be acceptable as hosts but no one thought that an organic cafe could be a host - unless they grew some veggies themselves.

Volunteering and Cultural influence - John Van Heuvel

Cultural exchange - taking an interest in each others' worlds, is the most important aspect of WWOOF. Because WWOOF involves entering peoples' homes, there has to be a lot of trust on both sides.  A sense of appreciation as a host and as a WWOOFer is integral to WWOOF. 

In Italy they look at the word 'volunteering' and think of charities such as the Red Cross.  In France they won't work for nothing.  Fran says in Russia voluntary work means work which you chose to do rather than are obliged to do.  There is no concept of voluntary work as we understand it.  Talked about how some WWOOF places offer payment - agreed that working for money is not WWOOF.  How much work -an eight hour day?  A "professional" French WWOOFer gauges the environment he goes into, i.e. if it's the host's main income, yes he'll work an eight hour day, if not then he'll work maybe only four hours.

Plenary discussion notes: What is WWOOF about!  WWOOF Values.

· Cultural exchange, aiding communication and understanding between people from different backgrounds

· Spirit of volunteering, importance of human contribution, offering without selfish interest

· Farming and growing, ecological and sustainable land use

· Providing additional skills and resources to enterprises that need support

· Giving connections/ rootedness/ the real world/ what life is about

· Contact with nature, seeing the cycle of the year

· Developing a sense of community, interdependence

· Developing a sense of sharing, being a part of a household

· Not paid work - free willed worker

· Making connections, putting people in contact, spreading the word

WWOOF Dos and Don'ts

· Be clear about expectations

· Provide full information

· Hosts and WWOOFers should share the same living conditions.

(This was listed at the conference but WWOOF UK and WWOOF Australia have questioned this and think we need to explain what is meant by this statement)

· WWOOFers should have enough money to be self sufficient in case they have to leave the host farm for whatever reason

Legal issues - Fran Whittle - see conference paper: WWOOF and Immigration

The discussions worked around what seemed to be some fairly intractable problems.  It was agreed that the sharing of information on this issue is particularly important as some organisations have been recognised by their national governments and visitors are allowed into the country to WWOOF.

Look to WWOOF Australia - Gary has a letter from Immigration as does WWOOF Italia. 

Look to Reinhardt's 'Swiss statement' - 'an accepted tourist activity' - this seems to be a good route to explore. 

WWF - the (World Wildlife Fund) has charitable status - is this worth looking at?  Would charitable status make it more acceptable for volunteers to visit from another country?

Management and Organisational Issues - Bridget and Alan.

WWOOF Italy has only been going six months so don't really know how it is going to work - it was a lot of work to establish a new WWOOF organisation.  It is hoped that one of the roles of the proposed Federation will be able to provide some help/advice to individuals establishing national organisations. 

Their first cause for concern is 'safety and protection' for the WWOOFers and hosts.  Having a complaints procedure is an important aspect.  It is also imperative to have a record of members addresses.  A digital record is kept of members photos.

It was felt that WWOOF organisations should also be organic under the following definition.  "Something is organic when it exists by itself, i.e. not dependent on money from governments, or other outside agencies, for 'workforce' ".

Saturday Afternoon:  International Issues

Introduction - John Cant

WWOOF International can be seen as a trading name of WWOOF UK.  It is run by John Cant who started by trying to promote WWOOFing in France but found the legal difficulties insurmountable.

WWOOF international lists hosts not covered by national WWOOF organisations.  It is not in competition with national organisations.  The host list is available as a booklet and on the internet.  There are about 300 hosts, 146 in France, 49 in Spain and 53 in U.S.A 1890 members joined in the last year.  Internet and booklet membership both cost £10.  The internet site is secure, requiring members to enter their membership number and address before gaining access to host addresses.  One of the advantages of internet access is that new hosts get immediate listings.

WWOOF International sees itself becoming extinct as WWOOF organisations are established in individual countries.

There are several organisations which list hosts in other countries.  This is a problem for the WWOOFer who has to join several organisations to obtain a complete host listing for a country without it's own organisation and, indeed, may not even know which organisations list hosts in the country he wants to visit.  Also a host won't be exposed to all travelling WWOOFers unless he has his entry in several lists.  Altogether a chaotic and unsatisfactory situation.

Discussion 

Australia, Switzerland, Canada, Austria and Germany all list some hosts in other countries. 

John (Canada) gets lots of enquiries from people wanting to go to California and has host listings for the U.S.A.  He co-ordinates WWOOF Hawaii and charges $10 for U.S.A.  Hawaii booklet.  Several people have enquired about setting up a WWOOF U.S.A. but as yet no-one has actually done it.  If they did John would hand over the hosts he has as it is preferable for the organisation to be run from within the country.  There is a New England WWOOF but it will only deal with US citizens because of the legal issues of foreigners working in the U.S.A.

Australia has a large "world-wide" list of hosts in other countries.  Gary is in the process of contacting all the hosts as some of the information may be out of date.  Gary would like to see all "orphan hosts" combined into a single list.

 It was agreed that one list was sensible and Gary and John Cant are to work together on the production of that.  It is likely that John would be responsible for the internet side of things and WWOOF Australia for the booklet production - but the information would be the same.

John V.H (Canada) would like to continue to list North American hosts.

Other WWOOF organisations to be encouraged not to list hosts outside their national boundaries except in special circumstances - e.g. the Austrian list has some hosts in Germany that are close to the national boundary.  The German list has a few German nationals who are now farming elsewhere but are particularly interested in receiving German WWOOFers.  Maybe these hosts should be encouraged to become listed on the international list (as well as/instead of) so they can fully appreciate the cultural exchange aspect of receiving WWOOFers!

The aim is to work towards a situation where all hosts within a country are to be found in their national list and all hosts in countries with no national organisation are to be found in one "orphan" listing.

It is envisaged that a procedure will be established for "handing over" hosts to a national organisation once the managers of the "orphan host" list are confident that the national organisation is a competent operator.

Small national organisations may make some arrangement for their hosts to be individually listed in the "orphan host" list to give the hosts more exposure to prospective WWOOFers.

There was much debate over the name of this "orphan host" list as the title International or World-wide was felt to be misleading.  These names implied that the host list was all encompassing and included all national listings which is certainly not the case - nor the intention.  

An eleventh hour agreement was reached on the name WWOOF Independents.

In conclusion:

WWOOF Independents will be a joint venture between WWOOF UK and WWOOF Australia.  It will be a one stop list for prospective WWOOFers who want to visit countries where three is no national organisation.  Where there is a recognised national organisation WWOOF Independents will promote that organisation.  This should offer a much improved service for the prospective WWOOFer, who will now find all independent hosts on one list, and for independent hosts who will be exposed to all potential WWOOFers by an inclusion on one list.

Sunday Morning: Names and the WWOOF way forward.

Discussion on the interpretation of the acronym.

The word "work" causes many problems.  A range of alternatives were discussed.  It was decided that we should definitely keep the acronym which has passed into the language of a generation of travellers.  Individual organisations can interpret it as they chose.  WWOOF NZ doesn't translate each letter but uses the strapline "Living and learning on organic farms.  The favourite translation of the acronym was "World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms". 

Email address / Internet addresses

Someone in Korea has bought the web address WWOOF.com - Yuchin agree to see if this could be released for the International Association.  In the meantime John Cant has secured WWOOF.org.

He offered to arrange for anyone to have an email address of; firstname.surname@wwoof.org  or country@wwoof.org   Emails sent to this address will be redirected to your existing email address.  Contact him; john.cant@wwoof.org
Why federate - discussion notes



· Ensure common philosophy - basic standards of WWOOF exchange should be in common (but not standards for WWOOFers).

· Continuity and uniformity - help keep all WWOOF organisation cohesive - improves communication between WWOOF groups. 

· Mutual support and solidarity - bank of WWOOF related resources.  Clearing house for common issues.

· Promotion of organic movement is a key aim of WWOOF then federation is a key tool.

· Focal/ reference point at top - one voice for WWOOF.  More respect and credibility.

· Ethical council controlling WWOOF associations - endorsing or not WWOOF organisations

· Help for emerging WWOOF organisations/ resources/ info/ funds - help that leads to self sufficiency.  Federation to actively seek start up WWOOF opportunities.  Set up policy, procedure, guidelines for new WWOOF organisations

What shall we call ourselves?

The pros and cons of various words and the nuances of their meaning in different languages was discussed.  The choice was: International WWOOF Association.
How shall we fund the Association?

No agreement was reached.  Some people questioned whether money was required.  Some thought that the organisation should rely on donations whilst others thought that we should levy a small fee on all groups probably based on membership income with free membership for very small organisations (less than 100 members?)

How will it structure itself?

Must be equal representation for all groups irrespective of size of organisation or financial contribution to the association.  In future discussions there should be one voice/delegate per organisation.

The secretary/chair should be a rotating position.

Tasks

Secretariat - to maintain a list of endorsed WWOOF groups - the members of the International WWOOF organisation.

Conveor of meetings, promote discussions.

Collate information.

Establish an International WWOOF Association website.

 Concerns

 Beware of domination by first world WWOOF organisations, we must appreciate the difficulties that are faced in many countries.

The Association should retain a lightweight feel, no heavy bureaucracy.

Procedure for establishing the association.

1. All known WWOOF groups invited to be members.

2. Guidelines of acceptable standards / criteria of operation of a WWOOF group to be drawn up.

3. All groups have to agree to conform to the standards to continue as members otherwise the association will not endorse their continuing activity as a WWOOF group.


Time was up!  

It was thought that these discussions could best be carried forward by the group of people going on the minibus tour. 

Tour discussion notes

(WWOOF Austalia was not represented on the tour.  I sent Gary a draft copy of this report for his comments as he had offered to undertake seretarial duties.  I have inserted some of his comments in itallics)

Agreed to the procedure

· all known WWOOF groups (see appendix 2 ) are invited to be members of the International WWOOF Association (IWA).

· the Association forms guide lines of  standards / criteria of operation for acceptability as a  WWOOF group 

· all groups have to agree to conform to these standards otherwise they cannot continue to be members of the Association and the Association will not endorse their activities.

We then started to set guidelines for membership of the IWA

All organisations should 

· comply with the aims of WWOOF, enabling members:

To get first hand experience of organic farming and growing

To get into the countryside

To help the organic movement   

To make contact with  people in the organic movement

· provide clear and accurate information for members.

· contact hosts annually and receive positive confirmation that they want to continue as hosts

· not encourage as members those who wish to travel solely as tourists - members should have an interest in organic principles and be willing to learn. Members should travel with enough money to support themselves and not be totally reliant on WWOOF hosts. 

(The above does seem to conflict with the statement on page 7 “Making connections, putting people in contact, spreading the word. I think we must attract and encourage people who have no knowledge (and therefore no interest) in organics to join WWOOF.  How can the organic movement grow without attracting and converting people to the organic way? GA)

· only accept host which are involved in a "growing" activity (I would like to see the words “regardless of size” inserted here GA) and agree to follow organic principles (organic certification is not required). (Some allowance needs to be made for non-organic practicies required by the state eg control of noxious weeds in Australia. GA)

· set a "reasonable" membership fee, in line with the charges of existing organisations.

(The above “in line with the charges of existing organisations.”  Should be removed. The costs incurred in producing a WWOOF list and running a group is determined by the cost of producing the host list within the country of each WWOOF group, not by the costs incurred by other groups in other countries.  GA)

· have a complaints procedure

· maintain a list of members names and addresses

· generate their main income from their own product - i.e. their own host list. Acting as an agency for other groups should not be the main source of income.

(While I agree that a group must produce a host list for use within their own country in order to be a member of the association, I do not think that a group should be limited about where their main income is derived from i.e. their own host list. If a group can come up with a way of subsidising the production of their host list through another enterprise and therefore reducing the cost of joining to their members, good on them! GA)

· communicate with hosts and members at least once a year - a newsletter was seen as the favoured method of communication.

All organisations are obliged to

· nominate one person to be the contact person for the international association (with an email address?)

· lodge host list with the association.

· submit membership numbers and cost of membership.

The next step.....

Tasks - some volunteers needed

Secretariat - WWOOF Australia have offered

Convenor of meetings - I wish to nominate Reinhard Luder of WWOOF Switzerland, who has accepted the nomination.

IWA website - John Cant has offered

Advice line /collating information / networking - volunteer(s) needed

Further discussion - an internet chat group.

John Cant has set up an email address that will post emails to everyone who has joined the egroup.  The principle behind an egroup is that it's a way for people with a shared interest to communicate openly freely and conveniently with each other.  If you have something that you want to communicate to all the people who are in the
egroup, all you need do is send just one email.  If you wish to be included in this egroup please contact John - support@wwoof.org.  If you already have a wwoof.org email address he may have included you.  Please email him if you wish to be removed.  

My one plea is that only one person per organisation posts messages to the group and that person must ensure that the view they are expressing is the view of their organisation.  

When you recieve a message which has been sent to everyone in the group using the default "reply" will cause your message to be sent to everyone.  If you wish to reply solely to the author then you will have to select them as the recipient.  For this reason it is important that, when sending a message to the whole group, you identify yourself and give your email address within the message.

How shall we form the IWA

I wish to hand the process over and WWOOF Australia have agreed to act as a secretariat.

I suggest that anyone who has anything to add to, disagrees with, or simply wishes to comment upon the guidelines that the tour group established  joins the egroup (as detailed above) and posts their views for others to consider or contacts Gary, WWOOF Australia by  1st April 2001.

WWOOF Australia consults and rewrites the guidelines as necessary, sending out the revised set, with a form for WWOOF organisations to sign up to, by 1st May 2001.  The forms should be returned signed, accompanied by the required information; host lists, membership numbers (and fees? ) to the IWA c/o WWOOF Australia by 1st June '01.  

WWOOF Australia will then be in a position to draw up a list of "recognised" WWOOF organisations - founder members of the IWA.  As national organisations we will be able to promote our sister organisations confident in the knowledge that we are all working to the same guiding principles.

Financial matters.

There is a fund £500 in the bank of monies remaining from the conference I propose that this fund becomes the International WWOOF Association account.  At present I am signatory of the account and am happy to remain in that role.  I see the only bills initially being secretarial expenses of WWOOF Australia.

We did not agree on funding for the Assoc. Some feedback on this would be helpful - an annual fee of between 0.5% and 1% of membership monies for organisations with over 100 members is a suggestion (this would bring in £150 - £300 from  UK).  

I would really like to see the Association being able to perform the roles we identified in our "why federate" discussion (seepage 10)  and we cannot do this without some funding.  Relying on donations or outside monies doesn't seem a practical solution.

The IWA structure

We also did not agree any sort of structure beyond establishing the principles of equal representation - irrespective of size of organisation or financial contribution to the Association.

Should the roles of secretariat and convenor move to a new home after two (or three) years?  At the next conference?

(I do not think that we can set this in concrete. Who is going to take on the role of running the secretariat and or the convenor should be decided by a vote of members, not all groups would have the time, the resources or the energy to take on the role on a revolving basis. GA)

I see the responsibility of moving the IWA forward resting primarily with the secretariat and the convenor of meetings - but  the Association will only be what we all make it. We need to keep the discussions going. 

And lastly a proposal:

I felt that we really skated over the issue of WWOOFers from the industrialised countries going WWOOFing in developing countries.  This could be a really exciting development in WWOOFing activities but the WWOOF exchange needs some modification if Western WWOOFers are to work alongside subsistence farmers.  Let's have the next WWOOF conference in a developing country and focus on these issues!  

The Tour report

After the International Conference some of 

the delegates stayed on another five days 

for a 700- mile minibus tour.  Melissa Meek

looks back on a very special mixture of 

people and places

There were 13 of us who set off from Alfriston in the minibus:  Hildegard, Anne-Marie and Georg from Austria, Wilhelmina, Iris and Bernhard from Germany, Kapil from India, Samuel from Kenya, Andrew from New Zealand, Reinhard from Switzerland, Yawo from Togo and Sue and myself from the U.K.  From this you'll gather that the German and English languages predominated, so poor Yawo (who is French-speaking) was at a certain disadvantage.  However he compensated for this at least partially through the medium of singing, and nobody who participated in his 'action' song "Les Pousses en Avant" will ever forget it! 

I suppose it is the nature of 'group dynamics' that each person in the minibus would choose - or be pressed into - a particular role.  So if Yawo was the tour's Warm-Up Songster, and Sue and I its Driver and Navigator, Reinhard quickly established himself as the tour Clown.  His was the improvised periscope which popped up over the side of the 'girls' dorm' on the first night, and his the fantasy of Old Woofington Hall, a stately pile where old WWOOFers would be able to WWOOF out their twilight years, presided over by the anarchic old Lord Woofington (himself). He also coined the term 'Sue-turns' for our driver's occasional changes of direction.

Andrew, the tour's Gentle Giant, endeared himself to all with his enormous appetite, and for his ability to wear shorts throughout cold and rainy weather, as well as drinking a can of beer called Strongbow without betraying the least disappointment or surprise at the unexpected taste!  Bernhard and Wilhelmina were definitely the tour's Tea Addicts, even to the extent of pouring it over their cereal, but Bernhard further distinguished himself by coining the tour slogan "WWOOF On!" and by blithely eating a handful of yew berries (the trick is to spit out the seeds children).  Then we had Kapil as the Provider of Treats - delicious Indian goodies would unexpectedly materialise on a journey or at the table.  It's a good thing that Customs didn't take an interest in them, especially his fiery Ginger Balls!  He was also the tour's Most Fanatical Emailer.

Regardless of whether they had intended it or not, Georg and Anne-Marie were cast as the tour's Young Couple, while Hildegard was our Musical Mother-figure, the sound of Austrian folksongs played on her zither (with Reinhard on flute) becoming the tour's theme music. And if she had the mother role, then Samuel, with his laid-back warmth and wisdom, was definitely our Big Daddy - well he does run an orphanage back home.  That just leaves Iris, who actually seems to defy labelling, but since she has given up her teaching career in Berlin to explore the world and new ways of living is perhaps best described as the Archetypal WWOOFer.

The aim of the tour was to visit a few organic 'musts' like the HDRA, the Centre for Alternative Technology and the Soil Association, but just as importantly to make contact with a variety of organic producers.  For the first three nights we had arranged to stay with WWOOF hosts - two of them communities - and for the final two nights had rented a self-catering cottage near Bath.  So the first night found us at Redfield near Winslow, sharing a wonderful meal with some of the residents of this very successful community, and sleeping in elegantly-converted stables with four bunks to a stall (cue periscope).  The next night we arrived to an equally warm welcome at another community, the unpronounceable Sychpwll in the Welsh borders.  Another lovely shared meal, this time accompanied by home-made medlar wine, after which we learnt about the pioneering work which goes on there under the name of the Keyhole Trust.  Peter Hendry and his team of friends and associates run residential courses and 'drama therapy' workshops for traumatised young people, and in the morning we were  greatly impressed with the new theatre space which they have constructed, using strawbale technology.

The third unforgettable night was spent in a genuine Elizabethan castle, at Kinnersley in Hereford.  We made a blazing log fire in the huge oak-panelled hall, and ate by candlelight.  Our host was away for the night, but somewhere off in the ancient building her son and his friends were having a band practice (which perhaps accounts for the absence of ghosts as well).  Left to our own devices, we settled down after supper to an attempted discussion on the new world-wide Association, but the wine and the heat from the fire soon took over, and we went sleepily off to our various towers.  On the first of our two nights at Peace Cottage we concocted a fine meal from produce bought earlier in the day at Bristol Farmers' Market, while on our last night we went out for a special feast at Radford Mill Farm.  

I'm probably giving the impression that the trip was just one long jolly, but there was much more to it than that - honestly.  We did eventually manage to hold a fruitful meeting on the process of starting the Association, and we did learn an awful lot from our days at Ryton and Machynlleth, and the visit to the offices of the Soil Association. Windmill Hill City Farm (Bristol) inspired us, and we saw organic food production first-hand at Leigh Court, Radford Mill and Higher Alham Farms. As a result of these we even came up with two new WWOOF acronyms - Wet Walks On Organic Farms, and Work! Work! Or Off the Farm!  And we were lucky enough to get some sunshine for our grand finale - a visit to Westonbirt Arboretum, resplendent in autumn colours.

Of course at the end of a week together it was quite a wrench to say goodbye when the group broke up and we went our separate ways.  Some of us will certainly keep in touch, even meet up again, but even if we don't the world is now - for me at any rate - a smaller and more friendly place, dotted about with a few more familiar faces and voices.  On our last evening Sue Coppard joined us for supper, and after the meal she played us folk tunes from around the world on her accordion.  It left me with an indelible and symbolic memory: this slightly-built woman sitting surrounded by people from many different countries and cultures - people who had been brought together, and whose lives had been so enriched, by her beautifully simple idea of 30 years ago.  As Bernhard so succinctly put it - WWOOF on!
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WWOOF 2000  Accounts

Income

Conference Bookings  
£2031

Tour income


£1494

Donations  


£3758.20

Interest



£   12.67

Total


£7295.87

Outgoings

Youth Hostel 


£2326.80

Tour



£1898.02

Bursaries


£2114.27

Stamps and stationary

£240.21


Others



£24.99

Total


£6605.79

Balance in the bank of  £690.08  

There will be some expense in copying and sending out the conference reports

Details

Payment to Youth Hostel  £2326.80

This was for;

29 participants @ £65, 

2 without accom (Don and Fran) @ £39 each

Richards 2 children @ £19.90 each

24 unoccupied beds  £324  ( When we set the fee I thought there would be more delegates.  I thought it better to pay for these empty beds rather than ask the warden to open the hostel to others over the weekend)

Income from bookings  £2031

24 delegates @ £75

Richards wife and two children £104

2 non-residential (Fran and Don) @ £49

plus deposits of £20 from Samuel Anunda and Poppy

less £11 lost in currency expenses from Andrew Strange

No delegate fee from  June, Samuel, Yawo, Kapil.

Tour expenses  £1898.02

Transport - £ 522.51

Food and accommodation £1207.79

Entry fees and donations £167.72

Income from tour bookings £1494

10 participants @ £150 less £6 lost in currency expenses from Austria

We were thirteen on the tour and costed it at £150 per person.  Three of our participants were in receipt. 13 paying people would have bought in £1950 - so Melissa's costings were spot on!

Donations £3758.2

RMF  £42.2

Sue Coppard  £50

WWOOF Australia  £1886

WWOOF UK £1000


WWOOF Int £1030

Bursary expenses  £2114.27

Flight ticket for Kapil £441.72

Kapils expenses in India £226.40 ( I have itemised list and receipts)

Currency charges £15.00

Courier for documents to India £10.00

Flight ticket for Yawo  £651

Yawo's expenses in Togo £142 (I have itemised list and receipts)

Bus ticket to London £11.50

Flight ticket for Samuel  £589.75

Bus ticket to London £11.50

Currency charges £16.60

Other expenses

Present for June Mckerrow  £12.99

WWOOF UK membership of YHA   £12 
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