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This has been a year like no other. The 

COVID-19 pandemic, the disruption of 

Brexit – and amongst all that, the increasing 

realisation by the public that the climate 

and ecological emergency is not something 

we will have to deal with in the distant 

future. The time is now. Revolutionary action 

to reverse the damage humans are doing 

to the climate system and our planet’s 

biodiversity is needed immediately. 

This widespread environmental awakening 

is heartening – and while this year has been 

extremely tough, we are fortunate as a 

business to have lots to celebrate. Becoming 

a certified B Corp in August 2020, swapping 

plastic packaging for home compostable 

on all our fresh fruit and veg in December, 

progressing with our Net Zero plans, making 

it into the Top 100 Best Companies to Work 

For… The past year has seen us go from 

strength to strength, and we’re very grateful 

to the co-owners and customers who have 

made it happen. However, we know there is 

still much more we can do. 

Read on to see our sustainability 

achievements, plans and aspirations. If you 

have any questions or feedback, please don’t 

hesitate to get in touch.

Zac Goodall 
Sustainability & Ethics Manager, Riverford

Hello & 
welcome.
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Last year’s targets -

How did we do?

We also became a certified B Corp, and converted 11% of 
our delivery vans from diesel to electric! Read more about 

all of these achievements in the rest of the report. 

At the end of last year’s report, we set 
ourselves some targets. Which have we met, 

and where do we need to keep working?

“All fruit and veg 
packaging will be 

swapped for home 
compostable materials.”

Yes, we achieved this in 
December 2020; all our fruit 

and veg packaging is now paper 
or home compostable, where 

packaging is needed at all. 

“A 10% absolute 
reduction in 

carbon emissions.”

The absolute target we set 
ourselves took no account of 

rapid growth. We have re-
evaluated, and set ourselves 

two new, ambitious challenges: 
reducing our carbon emissions 
per delivery to below 3 kgCO2e 
by 2025, and reaching Net Zero 

emissions by 2030. 

“Work towards increasing the annual profit share 
(shared equally between all co-owners) from 10 to 20%.” 

In July 2020 and 2021, we 
paid a 15% profit share 
instead of 10%. We’re 

continuing to work our 
way towards a 20% profit 

share for co-owners.

“Continue working 
towards 100% LED 

lighting in our offices 
and warehouses.”

We’re currently at 90% LED 
lighting in our packhouse and 

head office at Wash Farm, 
Devon. We’re continuing 

installation there and at our 
other sites, well on our way 

towards 100% LED. 

“Increase co-owner 
engagement on climate 

change issues by 
hosting educational 

talks and events.”

Despite the onset of COVID-19, 
we continued with our events 
through virtual conferencing. 

We have held virtual events for 
co-owners on the science of 

climate change, and solutions to 
help reduce carbon emissions.

“Reduce pallet wrap usage by 
introducing reusable pallet 

stabilisation equipment.”

Pallet wrap is the plastic film wrapped around pallets of produce to 
keep them together and stable while they’re transported. Operational 

pressures during the pandemic knocked us off course with this one, but 
we’re now picking it up again, and are making plastic savings already 

using thinner, stronger pallet wraps.

10

15% of 
profits
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THE U.N. 
SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS
What are they?

In 2015, the United Nations published 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

These goals form an urgent call to action for all countries, both 
developed and developing, to help tackle the biggest issues humanity 

currently faces: from poverty and hunger, to climate change and 
biodiversity losses; from gender equality and decent working 

conditions, to clean energy and responsible resource consumption. 

If that seems broad, it’s because the SDG framework recognises that 
the world’s biggest problems can’t be solved in isolation – and least 

of all without effective collaboration between governments, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and businesses. 

Through Riverford’s activities, we will have both direct and indirect 
impacts on the SDGs. Because they are all interlinked, progress in one 

is supported by progress in others. However, we have identified the 
three SDGs that Riverford is best placed to work towards...

We have held virtual 
climate action 
awareness events for 
our co-owners, so 
that we can all work 
towards Net Zero 
together, as a business 
and as individuals. 

In March 2021, we hand-planted over 
800 native trees on our Devon farm. 

Here’s how Riverford has 
worked towards this goal 

in the past year:

800 

We’re developing 
carbon reduction and 
offset plans, with the 
aspiration of reaching 

Net Zero emissions 
by 2030. See more on 

pages 26 - 41.

CLIMATE 
ACTION

The U.N. Sustainable  
Development Goal 13

In 2019, we saw the end of the warmest decade ever recorded – and 
this warming trend continues. Despite some temporary drops in 

emissions due to the pandemic, climate change is not on pause; it is an 
existential threat to all life on earth that we must all tackle head on.
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RESPONSIBLE 
CONSUMPTION 
& PRODUCTION

We have changed all our 
fruit and veg packaging 
to home compostable 
materials and paper, rather 
than conventional plastics.

The U.N. Sustainable  
Development Goal 12

The modern world’s economic and social progression has been 
built on the ever-increasing use of natural resources, which is 

causing the climate and ecological crisis we now face.

We have changed the 
majority of our paper bags to 
paper ‘flow-wrap’; this uses 
thinner paper, and a machine 
that can cut each bag to the 
exact size of the item within, 
preventing waste. On average 
this uses 60% less paper 
per item, compared to our 
previous paper bags.

60%
less
pape

r

Our ‘No Time to Waste’ campaign 
spread awareness about 
food waste, including 
education about why it’s an 
issue, and tips and recipes 
to help our customers (and 
beyond) minimise food 
waste in their kitchens. 

The U.N. Sustainable 
Development Goal 2 

After decades of steady declines in those suffering from hunger, this 
number began to rise again in 2015. And worse, coronavirus is projected 

to have almost double the existing 130 million people suffering from 
acute hunger at the end of 2020 and onwards (UN, 2020).

ZERO HUNGER

#notimetowaste

Through the worst of the 
pandemic, our Devon restaurant, 

The Riverford Field Kitchen, 
cooked over 500 free hot meals 
a week for local charities and 

communities in need. That adds 
up to over 8000 meals in total.

8,000
Through our long-term 
partnership with the 
charity Send a Cow, 
we have supported key 
organic agricultural 
development projects 
in Uganda. 

portions of  
organic fruit  
and veg diverted 
from waste and 
donated to charity.

OVER 1 
MILLION

Here’s how Riverford has worked  
towards this goal in the past year:

Here’s how Riverford has worked  
towards this goal in the past year:

PRODUCT PRINCIPLES
To make sure we can be proud of 
and transparent about everything 
we sell, we officially defined our 
‘Product Principles’ in 2020 – with rules 
including no air freight and no palm oil.

HOME COMPOSTABLE
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PROUD TO BE A 
CERTIFIED B CORP

Using business as a force for good
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Riverford’s scores  
 
To become a B Corp, we had to go through the 
“B Corps Impact Assessment” (BIA): a huge 
questionnaire that looks at every corner of your 
business, grouped into five main areas:

We scored a total 
of 124.6 out of 
200 points on 
our BIA. 

To put this in context, most businesses 
score between 40 and 100, with 80 
points required to become certified. 
124.6 is an unusually high initial score, 
and one to be very proud of.

 
 
Workers & Governance  
 

Our highest score was in the Workers 
section of the assessment. Several 
factors helped us to excel: our employee 
ownership, a democratic governance 

system bolstered by our Co-owner 
Council, and the good levels 
of health, safety and wellness 

provided for all at Riverford.

 
Our democratic 
governance systems also 
boosted our Governance 
section score.

Community & Environment
 
We also scored well in the Community and 
Environment sections of the assessment. 
Our Community score was bolstered by us 
sourcing a high proportion of our food 
from UK family farms. Environmentally, 
we scored well due to the solid 
principles of organic farming 
(including beneficial soil management 
and safeguarding of waterways), 
as well as our efforts to minimise 
impacts on air and climate. 

 
 
Customers
 
A high standard of customer stewardship, 
supplier quality assurance and data 
protection management enabled us to gain a 
high % score in the Customers section.

 
 
Areas to improve
 
It’s good to know where we’re doing 
well – but it’s also really useful to know 
where we could improve. The assessment 
highlighted a few areas where we’d like  
to do better when we recertify in 2023 (the 
BIA is repeated every 3 years), including:

• Educating co-owners on our social and 
environmental performance

• Quantifying our energy use reductions

• Reducing/offsetting carbon emissions

• Carrying out carbon footprints for 
individual products

• Monitoring biodiversity on the farm
 
We’re already beginning to tackle our carbon 
emissions and biodiversity monitoring, and aim 
to develop plans to improve in the other areas 
over the coming year.

124.6
200

The decision to apply came after extensive 
discussions with our Board, our Co-owner 
Council, and other businesses that put 
community and environment on a level 
playing field with profit.

Our main reason for becoming a B Corp is that 
ethics are too important and too complex an 
area to ‘mark our own homework’. Rigorous 
assessment by the experts at B Corp, looking 

at every aspect of Riverford’s social 
and environmental impact, offers a 
transparent and independent view of our 
business – and identifies where and how 
we can do better. 

B Corp certification also helps to cut 
through the vague environmental 
claims and greenwash that are 
becoming ever more prevalent.

In September 2020, Riverford  
became a B Corporation (or B Corp). 

B Corp is a certification for ethical businesses who work 
not just for profit, but to benefit people and the planet. 

17

AREA % ACHIEVED

Governance 71

Workers 75

Community 53

Environment 54

Customers 62
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If we fail to limit warming to a rise of less 
than 1.5°C over the coming decades, these 
impacts are set to become substantially 
worse. The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) predicts that a 1.5°C 
average temperature rise could put 20-30% of 
known species at risk of extinction. A rise of 
2°C or more will see all ecosystems struggle. 

We’re also facing an ecological emergency. 
Globally, the Living Planet Index continues 
to decline, with a 68% average decrease 
in population sizes of mammals, birds, 
amphibians, reptiles and fish between 1970 

and 2016 (WWF, 2020). In the UK alone, since 
1970 we have seen a 13% decline in average 
species abundance, with up to 15% of species 
now classed as threatened – and no sign of 
these trends slowing (RSPB, 2019). 

The warming trend is extremely likely to 
be caused by human activity. And one of 
the biggest causes is close to home for 
Riverford: agricultural management in the 
UK – largely the shift to more intensive 
farming methods – has had the single 
biggest impact on nature of any factor in 
recent decades (RSPB, 2019).

We are in a 
climate and 
ecological 
emergency.

20 21

Scientific evidence for global warming is unequivocal. 
The effects are manifesting with increasing speed; 
we’re seeing more extreme weather events, rising sea 
levels, declines in human health, reductions in food 
security, and damage to ecosystems. 

If we fail to limit warming to a rise of less 
than 1.5°C over the coming decades, these 
impacts are set to become substantially 
worse. The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) predicts that a 1.5°C 
average temperature rise could put 20-30% of 
known species at risk of extinction. A rise of 
2°C or more will see all ecosystems struggle. 

We’re also facing an ecological emergency. 
Globally, the Living Planet Index continues 
to decline, with a 68% average decrease 
in population sizes of mammals, birds, 
amphibians, reptiles and fish between 1970 

and 2016 (WWF, 2020). In the UK alone, since 
1970 we have seen a 13% decline in average 
species abundance, with up to 15% of species 
now classed as threatened – and no sign of 
these trends slowing (RSPB, 2019). 

The warming trend is extremely likely to 
be caused by human activity. And one of 
the biggest causes is close to home for 
Riverford: agricultural management in the 
UK – largely the shift to more intensive 
farming methods – has had the single 
biggest impact on nature of any factor in 
recent decades (RSPB, 2019).

We are in a 
climate and 
ecological 
emergency.

20 21

Scientific evidence for global warming is unequivocal. 
The effects are manifesting with increasing speed; 
we’re seeing more extreme weather events, rising sea 
levels, declines in human health, reductions in food 
security, and damage to ecosystems. 

Is this  
the world 
we want  
to leave...

...for future generations?
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The challenge we face
The last year has been dominated by COVID-19, but the climate crisis has not 

gone away. Riverford has continued to work on a number of fronts to reduce our 
impact on the planet – starting by having a reliable way to measure that impact. 

In the next few pages, we set out the main strands of activity that we’re 
getting underway. None of this will be easy. It will take money, resources, and 
a willingness to change the way we do work and do business. It will impact on 

pretty much every business decision, and on the work of every co-owner.

Riverford’s climate action plan
We recognise the climate emergency we’re in, and the need for our business 

sector, along with others, to act. We have committed to the following:

We declare a climate and We declare a climate and 
ecological emergency. ecological emergency. 

We will work with the growing band 
of organisations committed to tackling 

this in a genuinely sustainable way, 
challenging the greenwash that’s behind 
most declarations of Net Zero, and that 

relies on the use of unviable carbon 
offsets to support ‘business as usual’. 

We will reduce our carbon We will reduce our carbon 
footprint per deliveryfootprint per delivery

from its current 3.8 kgCO2e (kilograms 
of carbon dioxide equivalent) to 

below 3 kgCO2e by 2025. 

We aspire to become a  We aspire to become a  
Net Zero business by 2030. Net Zero business by 2030. 
Our three governing bodies – the Board, 
Co-owner Council and Trustees – will be 

asked to approve a plan for achieving this 
‘the right way’ in autumn 2021. 

How big is 
our carbon 
footprint?

Working with Exeter University, we 
have now measured Riverford’s carbon 
footprint for the third consecutive 
year. In the latest study, we’ve extended 
our original footprint scope to include 
Riverford’s agricultural emissions from 
our three farms: Wash Farm in Devon, 
Sacrewell Farm in Peterborough, and 
Norton Farm in Hampshire. 

What are we 
measuring?
There are three defined 
scopes when measuring 
carbon emissions:

Scope 1Scope 1:: Direct emissions from 
owned or controlled sources, 
e.g. owned vehicles and 
generators, refrigerant leakage.

Scope 2: Scope 2: Indirect emissions 
from the generation of 
purchased electricity. 

Scope 3:Scope 3: All other indirect 
emissions in a supply chain, 
from packaging and materials 
to water use and more. 

Scope 1Scope 1

• Agricultural emissions 
e.g. red diesel use, 
soil emissions, 
agricultural lime

• Fuels burned in 
company-owned 
vehicles and 
buildings/equipment

• Refrigerant leakage 

Scope 2Scope 2

• Electricity use

Scope 3Scope 3

• Packaging and 
materials use

• Supplier transport 
emissions

• Franchisee fuel use 

• Waste disposal

• Water use

• Co-owner commuting

• Business travel – 
taxi, plane, train,  
mileage claims

We’re measuring emissions from the following:

23
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How big is 
our carbon 
footprint?
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Scope 2: Scope 2: Indirect emissions 
from the generation of 
purchased electricity. 

Scope 3:Scope 3: All other indirect 
emissions in a supply chain, 
from packaging and materials 
to water use and more. 

Scope 1Scope 1
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e.g. red diesel use, 
soil emissions, 
agricultural lime
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• Electricity use

Scope 3Scope 3

• Packaging and 
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We’re measuring emissions from the following:
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• Our suppliers’ agricultural emissions.

• Embodied emissions of vehicles and 
building materials (i.e. the emissions from 
manufacturing and transporting them).

• The energy used to process our products 
(such as the gas used to boil potatoes in a 
customer’s home).

We don’t currently measure:

We have started by measuring 
and addressing what’s within 
our direct sphere of influence. 
However, we may expand 
our scope of measurement 
in the future.

Our 2020/21 footprint 

 Transport, 72%
This includes transporting goods, delivering to 
customers’ doorsteps, business travel, and co-
owner commuting.

 Packaging & materials usage, 13%

 Electricity usage, 7%

  Farming, 5%

72%

13% 3%
  Other activities, 3%
Including refrigerant gases,  
waste disposal, water usage.

Our carbon footprint, financial year 2020/21

7%
5%

3%

As you can see, our absolute carbon footprint 
for the 2020-21 financial year is up 21% from 
the previous year. That sounds like bad news 
– but it’s more complicated than that. 

Like many home delivery businesses, we’ve 
experienced a unique surge in growth during 
the coronavirus pandemic. Growing and 

transporting more veg, packing more boxes, 
making more deliveries; this has inevitably 
increased our carbon footprint. 

However, our emissions per delivery have 
reduced by 15%. That means that we are 
doing things more efficiently; we’re just also 
doing more, in general.

More – and yet less! 
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REDUCING OUR EMISSIONS
We’ve spent the past three 
years identifying which areas 
of Riverford emit the most 
carbon, and doing rigorous 
research and planning to create 
major reductions. Many of our 
reduction initiatives will start 
rolling out over the next year. 
Some have already begun.

We have two major targets for the years ahead:We have two major targets for the years ahead:

We will reduce our 
carbon footprint 
per delivery from 
its current 3.8 kgCO2e 
(kilograms of carbon 
dioxide equivalent) to 
below 3 kgCO2e by 2025.

We plan to reach 
Net Zero carbon 
emissions by 2030. 

1

2 NET 
ZERO

We originally set a five-year 
target of a 10% absolute 
reduction in emissions by the 
end of the 2022/23 financial 
year. But the rapid changes of 
the past few years – including 
Riverford’s own growth, and 
sector-wide pledges and 
actions towards major carbon 
reductions – have inspired us 
to set these new, even more 
ambitious targets.

Using the new metric of kgCO2e 
per delivery (rather than 
absolute reduction) until 2025 
allows us to be realistic about 
our growth rate, while ensuring 
a consistent reduction. 

And absolute reductions 
will follow. We plan to hit 
Net Zero by 2030 – much 
earlier than the government 
mandated deadline of 2050. 

What are we doing to reduce emissions?
The first step in any good carbon reduction strategy is to decrease emissions wherever we can, through:

Transport Renewable 
energy

Energy 
efficiency

Refrigeration 
systems

Packaging & 
materials use

Agriculture

After identifying and prioritising where improvements can be made, we have 
projects outlined in the following areas:

We’ve discussed some of these projects in more detail below – but 
this is by no means an exhaustive list of everything we’re working on! 
It is evolving, and will continue to evolve, with input from co-owners 
throughout the business. We’ll be publishing a more detailed list after 
further projects are approved by our Board later in 2021.

e.g. avoiding commuting 
emissions through 

working from home. 

e.g. optimising 
transport routes to 

reduce fuel use.

e.g. changing from diesel to 
electric vans to decrease 

transport emissions.

AVOIDING 
emissions

REDUCING 
emissions

CHANGING 
practices
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Transport emissions 2020/21

Supplier 
to Riverford

40% 21% 21%
Customer 
deliveryRiverford to 

delivery hubs

17% Co-owner 
commuting

2% Other  
business travel

Overall, transport makes up 72% of Riverford’s carbon 
footprint – the greatest contributor of any single area.  
This makes transport our highest priority to reduce. 

Here are some of our plans for 
reducing our transport emissions… 

Supplier to Riverford

Moving produce from our suppliers to 
Riverford sites for packing makes up the 
largest proportion of our transport 
emissions. This is a combination 
of HGV use and sea freighting 
when things come from further 
afield, and smaller vehicles like 
vans, tractors and trailers for local 
suppliers. We never use air freight. 

Reducing this portion of our transport 
emissions involves finely tuned 
decisions around:

• Changing where we source some items 
from, to buy closer to the UK wherever 
possible (as long as the climate and 
soils are right for the crop).

• Altering transport 
routes, such as by 
swapping long road 
journeys for sea 
freight, the lowest 
emission form of long-
distance transport.

• Opting for electrification of HGVs 
when possible. 

An example of this is our switch from New 
Zealand to Argentinian apples outside of 
the British season. The quality of New 
Zealand’s apples is as high as it gets – but 
despite sea freighting, which has a much 
lower carbon footprint than air freight, 
the 23,000km journey put the emissions 
intensity for these apples up significantly. 
By switching to Argentinian apples instead, 
we will be saving over 20 tCO2e a year. 

Transport from our farms 
(where your box is packed) 
to local delivery hubs 
across the country makes 
up around a fifth of our 
transport emissions. This is 
done by HGVs. 

Until electrification of 
HGVs is more widespread, 
we will struggle to make a 
huge dent in this area. But 
for now, we are remapping 
the locations of our 
delivery hubs to optimise 
routes, saving fuel and 
reducing emissions. Once 

complete, this remapping 
will save over 380 tCO2e 
every year. 

We are also working 
hard to assess electric 
HGVs coming onto the 
market, with a view to 
adopting this technology 
as early as we 
reasonably can.
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Customer delivery 

E-cargo bikes

We have been trialling electric cargo 
(e-cargo) bikes on some of our 
compact urban delivery routes. Further 
rollout of e-cargo bikes could save 
anywhere from 20 to 100 tCO2e a year.

E-cargo bikes emit up to 98% less 
greenhouse gases than diesel vans, 
and have no harmful tailpipe emissions 
(so are important in reducing urban air 
pollution). Even compared with electric 
vans, e-cargo bikes have significantly 
lower emissions: 50 100 150 200

Grams of CO2 equivalent per kilometre

E-cargo 
bike

Electric 
van

Diesel 
van

5g

Co-owner commuting 

Riverford co-owners (our word for staff, 
since we became employee owned in 
2018) commuting makes up 16% of our 
transport emissions. 

Working from home for some co-owners 
during the pandemic has helped to slow 
down the growth of our commuting 
emissions slightly. However, because 
of the number of on-site co-owners 
we recruited during this time, our total 
commuting emissions have still risen by 
around 30%. 

We’re now looking at how we can sustain 
the slowed growth in emissions linked 
to working from home, by supporting 
varying degrees of home working for 
those whose jobs allow it.

Business travel 

Business travel emissions 
(from trains, planes, taxis, and 
car mileage) are the smallest 
section of our transport 
emissions, at 2%. Coronavirus 
restrictions reduced emissions 
in this category by 96 tCO2e 
from the 2019/20 financial 
year, and caused us to review 
what travel is really essential. 
We've introduced better video 
conferencing where possible – 
and continued home working 
could again support ongoing 
carbon reductions here. 
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208g

Customer delivery

Customer delivery is our next highest 
transport emissions category. The final 
journey to the customer’s doorstep is 
always a carbon-costly stage in delivery 
systems, as more vehicles are carrying 
smaller loads.

Electric vans

Our customer deliveries use vans. 
We’re swapping diesel vans to electric 
vehicles wherever range permits it 
(some of our more rural routes are too 
long for the range of electric vehicles at 
the moment). Van for van, this change will 
reduce emissions by up to 70%. 

So far, we have 
electrified 11% of our 
van fleet (as of August 

2021) – but we’re 
working our way towards electrifying 
100% of our vans by 2025, with a 2023 
milestone of 70%.

By the end of 2025, electric van rollout will save us over 2000 tCO2e 
per year, compared with running diesel vans.  
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45% 
Wash Farm 

& packhouse

24% 
Butchery, root veg grading, 

storage & wholesale facilities

18% 
Sacrewell Farm & packhouse

13% 
Delivery hubs

Electricity use in our two box-packing barns, Wash Farm and Sacrewell 
Farm, is the highest, representing 63% of our total electricity use 
between them. Most of this is refrigeration, but it also includes our 
machinery for grading and packing, as well as the needs of our  
co-owners (space heating, water heating, lights, kitchen use, and 
running office equipment).

We’re investigating how we can expand our own generation of renewable 
energy, through solar panels, wind turbines, anaerobic digestion and 
more. While we research and plan that, we’re also reducing the carbon 
footprint of our electricity usage in a number of ways...

Energy efficiency
We recently completed an upgrade of our server room on Wash 
Farm, Devon, which hosts our business information and enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) systems. The upgrade has improved its energy 
performance by 30%; this will save over 3 tCO2e in emissions each year. 

We’re also converting to 100% LED lighting in our packing barns and 
offices. At Wash Farm, over 90% of our lights are now LED, and the rest 
of our sites will be 100% LED by the end of the 2021/22 financial year. 
This will save up to 50 tCO2e each year when complete.

Better refrigeration
Refrigeration uses a significant portion of our electricity. Along with 
emissions associated with the energy the fridges use, refrigerant gas 
leakage is responsible for significant emissions; to give you an idea, 1kg 
of standard refrigerant gas leakage creates 3.9 tonnes of CO2e!

We’re working to reduce emissions from refrigeration by lowering both 
energy use and the volume of refrigerant leakage. Increasing efficiency 
with improved fridge units, door release optimisation, and detection of 
compressed air leaks will all help to minimise energy use. And special 
leakage detection systems, combined with using low emissions gases 
(which release less carbon if they leak out of the system) wherever 
possible, will reduce refrigerant gas emissions significantly.

32 33

Electricity use 
emissions
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Renewable 
energy
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Why is planning and investment in  
renewable energy so important?
Generating renewable energy contributes to decarbonising the National Grid, 
and reduces the reliance on fossil fuels for everything in the supply chain: 
from producing building materials and packaging, to food  
processing and transport. If everyone in the chain uses renewable  
energy, the carbon footprint of the final product goes down. 

Transporting food and people makes up 72% of Riverford’s total carbon 
footprint, and is responsible for over 11,000 tCO2e of our emissions each year. 
By the mid-2030s, the majority of commercial transport will be electrified; 
HGVs, vans and cars will all run on electricity. While this is more efficient and 
produces lower emissions, if the National Grid is still reliant on fossil fuels, 
then electrified transportation will still have a significant carbon footprint. 

By producing enough electricity to cover the amount we project that we’ll need 
for all our transportation, we can make huge reductions to our carbon footprint. 
And to make sure that Riverford is generating enough renewable energy in the 
future, we have to start researching, planning and investing today.  

Rooftop solar panels

Our Devon home, Wash Farm, already has the largest subsidy-free solar 
panel system in the south west of the UK. It produces up to 400,000 kwh of 
electricity a year (enough to power 108 average houses for a year). Overall, it 
currently saves around 100 tCO2e every year. 

Solar powered irrigation

Solar panels have been installed to run the irrigation pumps in our Devon 
polytunnels, pumping water from our rain-fed reservoirs. Replacing our old 
diesel generator powered system has reduced our diesel usage by over 1200 
litres a year, and avoids over 3 tCO2e in emissions.

Ecotricity

What power we can’t generate ourselves, we purchase from green 
energy supplier Ecotricity. They not only generate their own renewable 
electricity, but also put the profits back into the development of more 
wind farms, solar farms and bio-gas mills. This helps to increase the 
percentage of renewable energy in the National Grid, displacing the use 
of fossil fuels and reducing the overall emissions of the Grid.

Buying green electricity is extremely important, but it doesn’t 
automatically reduce Riverford’s gross carbon footprint. Although our 
money supports green energy being fed into the National Grid, the 
power in the Grid is ultimately pooled together, and what we receive 
into our buildings contains a mixture of renewable energy and energy 
from fossil fuels.

However, we're working to expand our own generation of renewable 
energy, to reduce our reliance on Grid electricity.

Future plans

We'll be increasing the amount of renewable energy we generate on our 
own sites, through solar and other methods. But we're also looking at 
investing in a small degree of ownership of renewable energy generation 
facilities elsewhere, such as wind farms. 
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Agricultural emissions

Riverford's farming footprint

As of the 2018/19 financial year, we have been able to include 
the agricultural footprint of our three farms in our carbon 
study. Here’s how it breaks down... 

PropaneNitrous oxide 
emissions 
from soil

7%

Diesel from 
generators

Our agricultural emissions 
come mostly from red diesel 
in tractors, and nitrous 
oxide emissions released 
when soil is tilled.  

We’re beginning to work 
to reduce our red diesel 
and propane emissions. 

This involves improving our 
tractors’ fuel efficiency, 
electrifying our irrigation 
equipment, and investigating 
alternative fuels such as 
bioLPG (propane produced 
from renewable biological 
materials, such as 
waste fruit and veg).

We’re also going to be 
investigating reduced tillage 
farming methods; these 
are designed to disturb 
the ground less, avoiding 
damage to the soil and 
reducing emissions of the 

nitrous oxide produced by 
soil microbes.
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Reducing pallet wrap
Pallet wrap is the plastic that’s wrapped around pallets of produce 
to keep them together and stable while they're transported. It looks, and 
works, like giant cling film. We’re investigating how to reduce the emissions 
that come from our use of pallet wrap, by using thinner, stronger plastics, 
and reusable alternatives. We predict that reducing pallet wrap will save 
around 37 tCO2e per year. Find out more about this on page 53. 

Increasing reuse of core packaging 
We will be investigating the use of alternative materials for our core 
packaging items (such as boxes), as well as altering their designs, to 
increase reuse. Being used more times will reduce carbon emissions; 
more uses per box equals fewer boxes needing to be manufactured.  

48%
36%

Red diesel 
from tractors

Lime

7% 2%
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Red diesel 
is a reduced duty 

fuel, for non-
road use (e.g. 

agriculture and 
other industries). 

It is dyed red 
to distinguish 
it from 'white' 
(road) diesel.

Packaging & 
materials use 
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Can we get to  
Net Zero?

39

You may have noticed that the projects above, while 
not an exhaustive list of all we will eventually carry 

out, don’t eliminate all of our carbon emissions. 

A fresh produce business like Riverford will always 
have residual carbon emissions. Generating your own 
renewable energy, or switching to electric vans, can 

provide significant gross carbon reductions – but until 
other business sectors are decarbonised, there will 
still be emissions from lots of activities beyond our 

direct control; for example HGV and sea freighting, or  
packaging and materials use. 

To compensate for our unavoidable emissions,  
we'll be using some carbon offset projects. 

REDUCING OUR EMISSIONS  /  OFFSETTING OFFSETTING  /  REDUCING OUR EMISSIONS  

Carbon offsetting is the process 
of compensating for the emissions 
of carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases, by providing an 
emission reduction elsewhere, or by 
sequestering carbon (that's naturally 
storing it so it can’t be released 
into the atmosphere, for example by 
increasing the organic matter, and so 
the carbon, in soil). 

We’ve been doing extensive research 
into how we can achieve Net Zero 
emissions, using credible, ethical 

schemes that genuinely sequester 
carbon, without any negative impact 
on local communities or ecology 
around the projects.

Firstly, we'll be increasing carbon 
sequestration on our own farms, 
through tree planting, improved soil 
management, and restoring hedgerows. 
We're also looking into partnership 
offset projects elsewhere in the UK 
and potentially further afield, and 
researching the possibility of offsetting 
by generating renewable energy. 

OFFSETTING
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Avoiding ‘paying  
to pollute’ 
The most important part of our offset 
strategy is that emissions reductions (i.e. 
the reduction of our gross carbon footprint) 
is a priority. We must not just carry on 
business as usual, whilst paying to offset 
all our emission. First and foremost, we will 
significantly reduce our emissions in all areas 
of the business; offsetting is only for those 
emissions we can’t avoid.

Working with nature 
wherever we can
We really want to use nature-based offsets 
where possible. Nature-based solutions (NBS) 
can range from woodland creation, to better 
soil management to increase the amount of 
carbon sequestered there (known as 'soil-
carbon stocks'). The key benefit of NBS is that 

they're multidimensional. When done well, 
they don't just sequester carbon; they can 
have a range of ecosystem benefits, from flood 
regulation and water quality improvements, 
to creating beautiful landscapes, increasing 
biodiversity, and providing valuable cultural and 
recreational resources for communities.

Our long list of possible  
nature-based offsets
Our proposed nature-based offsets in the 
future could include:

• Woodland creation: using marginal land 
(land that isn’t used to grow food) where 
possible, we hope to create forests in 
the UK, which serve as community hubs 
for recreation and learning, beacons for 
biodiversity, and significant carbon sinks.

• Agroforestry: we are aiming to team up 
with experienced partners to integrate 
trees into the farming landscape. This 

would provide carbon storage, ecological 
benefits, and improve flood regulation 
and water quality, while still allowing the 
land to produce plenty of food. 

• Hedgerow management and restoration: 
we're exploring the potential for 
hedgerows as important (but largely 
degraded) carbon stores. They're also 
wildlife corridors, allowing wildlife to 
pass safely from one place to another.

• Wetland creation and restoration.

• Saltmarsh creation and restoration.

• Seeding and restoring seagrass beds on 
the sea floor. 

• Peatland restoration.

This isn't an exhaustive view of our future 
offsetting actions; our approach will be a 
changing picture, adapting and updating as 
the science and policies around nature-based 
offsets develop. We will always aim to use 
the most up-to-date and scientific advice in 
such a progressive area. 

Send a Cow
We have begun to map 
out an agroforestry project 
with our longstanding charity 
partner Send A Cow. We're looking 
into funding tree nurseries in East 
Africa, which will provide mango 
and avocado trees to small family farms. As 
well as sequestering carbon, planting these 
trees will provide shade for livestock on 
the farms, and of course produce nutritious 
mangoes and avocados for people to 
eat! Unlike intensive avocado and mango 
production (associated with deforestation 
and usage of artificial pesticides and 
fertilisers), rest assured that the climate 
and soils are just right for these trees in 
the regions we're looking into; combined 
with being cared for, pruned and harvested 
by hand, this means that 
the trees will have a 
sustainable positive 
impact, benefiting 
local ecosystems as 
well as farmers.
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In conversations about climate and ecology, 
the spotlight is often turned on agriculture. 

Covering around a third of the world’s 
entire land surface, contributing around 20% 

of all global carbon emissions, and widely 
accepted as a major driver of biodiversity 

loss, the scrutiny is not uncalled for. However, 
agriculture is necessary to produce food – and 

it is possible to work with nature, not against it. 

Everything Riverford grows, makes and 
sells is 100% organic (or sustainable wild 

harvested), and has been since 1986. We know 
that organic farming systems are vital for a 

sustainable future. 

42 43

Better for 
biodiversity 

 

Organic farmland supports around 30% more 
biodiversity – measured as the number of 
different species found – than conventional 
farms (Tuck et al, 2014). 

Instead of growing vast fields of a single 
crop (monocultures), organic farmers use 
diverse crop rotations, including alternations 
of spring and winter crops, perennial 
fodder crops grown to feed livestock, and 
encouraging a diverse range of flowers. All 
these measures improve the habitat for 
many wild species.

A recent meta-analysis of over 800 studies 
(Stein-Bechinger et al, 2020) highlighted 
key biodiversity benefits from organic 
farming. Compared to conventional farms, 
on organic land… 

• Average floral richness (number of 
different species) was 95% higher. 

• Richness and abundance (number of 
individuals) of field birds were 24% and 
35% higher respectively.

• Richness and abundance of insects were 
22% and 36% higher. 

It has also been proven that reduced pesticide 
usage improves biodiversity. Pesticides are a 
major driver of biodiversity lost in water and 
on land (Van de Wherf et al, 2020).
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Better for  
the planet
Intensive farming contributes to severely 
degrading the world’s soils – 24 billion 
tonnes of fertile soil are being lost every 
year. This isn’t just a major threat to food 
production; the land beneath our feet is also 
one of our most important and powerful 
aides to leverage against climate change.

Organic farming boosts soil health, which 
helps to sequester carbon underground, 
preventing it from being released into the 
atmosphere. There are 2500 billion tonnes 
of carbon stored in the world’s soils! That’s 
more than in all plants, trees and the 
atmosphere combined.

Conventional agriculture’s use of nitrogen-
based artificial fertilisers contributes to 
agriculture being responsible for 50% of all 
nitrous oxide emissions; that’s the largest 
ozone-depleting substance of this century, 
with a global warming effect around 300 
times that of CO2.

Organic farmers never use artificial 
fertilisers. Instead, we use crop rotations, 
nitrogen-fixing cover crops (legumes), 
natural composts and manures. Each field 
is cycled through various crops over time, 
with sequences and combinations of plants 
that are designed to keep the soil naturally 
fertile and healthy. 

For example, many of our fields spend two 
or more years out of every five as grazing 
land for livestock, growing a mix of grass, 
chicory and red clover. These are deep 
rooting plants, penetrating far down into the 
soil and bringing nutrients up to the surface 

– as well as absorbing nitrogen (vital for 
plant growth) from the air and ‘fixing’ it 
in the soil. The soil can rest, improve, and 
build fertility, ready to be planted with veg 
again the next year.

An organic future?
The Ten Years for Agroecology in Europe 
study (IDDRI, 2020) models what would 
happen if all European farming switched over 
to agroecological principles, which either 
mimic or fully commit to organic standards. 
This would mean abandoning artificial 
pesticides and fertilisers, reinstating natural 
grasslands, and extending agroecological 
infrastructure (hedges, ponds, trees, stony 
habitats) to connect the wildlife corridors of 
our landscape. 

The result was a predicted 45% reduction 
in agricultural greenhouse gas emissions by 
2050, and improved biodiversity, without 
any impact on global food security.

44 45

The land 
beneath our feet 

is one of our 
most powerful
aides against 

climate change

Better for  
the planet
Intensive farming contributes to severely 
degrading the world’s soils – 24 billion 
tonnes of fertile soil are being lost every 
year. This isn’t just a major threat to food 
production; the land beneath our feet is also 
one of our most important and powerful 
aides to leverage against climate change.

Organic farming boosts soil health, which 
helps to sequester carbon underground, 
preventing it from being released into the 
atmosphere. There are 2500 billion tonnes 
of carbon stored in the world’s soils! That’s 
more than in all plants, trees and the 
atmosphere combined.

Conventional agriculture’s use of nitrogen-
based artificial fertilisers contributes to 
agriculture being responsible for 50% of all 
nitrous oxide emissions; that’s the largest 
ozone-depleting substance of this century, 
with a global warming effect around 300 
times that of CO2.

Organic farmers never use artificial 
fertilisers. Instead, we use crop rotations, 
nitrogen-fixing cover crops (legumes), 
natural composts and manures. Each field 
is cycled through various crops over time, 
with sequences and combinations of plants 
that are designed to keep the soil naturally 
fertile and healthy. 

For example, many of our fields spend two 
or more years out of every five as grazing 
land for livestock, growing a mix of grass, 
chicory and red clover. These are deep 
rooting plants, penetrating far down into the 
soil and bringing nutrients up to the surface 

– as well as absorbing nitrogen (vital for 
plant growth) from the air and ‘fixing’ it 
in the soil. The soil can rest, improve, and 
build fertility, ready to be planted with veg 
again the next year.

An organic future?
The Ten Years for Agroecology in Europe 
study (IDDRI, 2020) models what would 
happen if all European farming switched over 
to agroecological principles, which either 
mimic or fully commit to organic standards. 
This would mean abandoning artificial 
pesticides and fertilisers, reinstating natural 
grasslands, and extending agroecological 
infrastructure (hedges, ponds, trees, stony 
habitats) to connect the wildlife corridors of 
our landscape. 

The result was a predicted 45% reduction 
in agricultural greenhouse gas emissions by 
2050, and improved biodiversity, without 
any impact on global food security.

44 45

The land 
beneath our feet 

is one of our 
most powerful
aides against 

climate change



The UK’s biodiversity is in decline, and in recent years, the single 
biggest cause has been the intensification of agriculture (RSPB, 
2019). Farming accounts for 72% of land, so is key to reversing the 
problem. Being organic is a great start – but this year, we’ve also 
set out on a specific plan to support biodiversity on our land. 
In the future, we will work with our suppliers to improve 
biodiversity beyond our own hedges, too.

Biodiversity 
surveys
We’ve commissioned ecologists to 
conduct baseline surveys of biodiversity 
on Wash Farm, Devon and Sacrewell Farm, 
Peterborough. This will include surveys for 
bats, birds, and invertebrates. 

These surveys will give us a picture of the 
current biodiversity on our farms, as well as 
highlighting where we can make changes for 
the better. The ecologists will give us advice on 
how to preserve the existing habitats and care 
for resident species, as well as what we can do 
to increase the range and number of species.

 

What have we 
done already?
Tree planting
In March 2021, we hand-planted over 800 
trees above our reservoir at Wash 
Farm, Devon. Our co-
owners joined in to 
get all the trees 
in the ground.

We planted a broad mix 
of native species; mostly 
oaks, but also field 
maple, crab apple, wild 
cherry trees and more, 
over a hectare of land. As 
well as increasing biodiversity 
and creating wildlife corridor 
links (helping wildlife roam 
safely from one area to another), this will 
sequester a cumulative total of around 530 
tCO2e by 2050. 

Oak trees can be home to a diverse range 
of mammals, birds, lichens, fungi and 
invertebrates. Research shows that around 
2300 species are associated with oaks, 
including 38 bird species, 1178 invertebrates, 
and 31 mammals. An amazing 320 of these 
species are exclusively found on oaks! 
(Mitchell et al, 2019)

Agroforestry & wilding

On our Devon farm, we’re preparing ground 
for an agroforestry trial area. Agroforestry 
means planting trees around or among 
cultivated crops – forestry sharing the land 
with agriculture. The planting we have planned 
will include fruit and nut trees (hazelnut, 
walnut, mulberry and more), to 
demonstrate the principles of 
agroforestry, provide food for 
people and animals, and improve 
biodiversity. The trial area will also 
show how agroforestry can improve 
soil health, and sequester carbon. 

We’ve also earmarked several areas 
of scrub to be maintained as tussocky 
woodland; this type of habitat will support 
small mammals and invertebrates.
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agroforestry, provide food for 
people and animals, and improve 
biodiversity. The trial area will also 
show how agroforestry can improve 
soil health, and sequester carbon. 

We’ve also earmarked several areas 
of scrub to be maintained as tussocky 
woodland; this type of habitat will support 
small mammals and invertebrates.
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Introducing the Zero 
Packaging Veg Box
Since we introduced our Zero Packaging Veg 
Box, you’ve bought over 241,000 of them. That’s 
over 3 million portions of fruit and veg delivered 
without packaging through this veg box alone!

of plastic saved every year with our 
home compostable packaging.

21
tonnes

Revolutionary packaging: 
going home compostable
You talked, and we listened; 
plastic pollution was a key 
environmental concern for 
customers and co-owners 
alike, so our packaging 
team decided to act. After 
two years of intensive 
research and testing, we 
arrived at our solution to 
replace conventional plastic 
packaging. As of December 
2020, all our fruit and 
veg packaging is paper or 
home compostable, where 
packaging is needed at all. 

That’s around the same 
weight as three tractors!

ZERO

Riverford’s approach 
Our approach to packaging remains simple: if 
we don’t need it, we don’t use it. Where we can 
remove or reduce materials we do, and every piece 
of packaging is carefully considered before use. 

Packaging achievements

Find out 
more about 
what ‘home 

compostable’ 
really means 

in our 
infographic 

over the page

60%
less
pape

r

We all rely on plastic and other man-made 
materials to bring food to us in good condition, 
often from hundreds of miles away. Fresh fruit 
and veg present some huge challenges: taking 
a delicate item like salad leaves or soft herbs 
from field, to packing barn, to delivery hub, to 
a customer’s doorstep is impossible without 
protective packaging.

Packaging uses resources at the start of its 
life (the energy required to manufacture it), 
and can cause a litany of end-of-life issues, 
not limited to the pollution of oceans and 

endless topping up of landfills. But it does 
also prevent millions of tonnes of food waste. 

As a food producer trying to be sustainable, 
it’s a very delicate balance: if you over-
package to prevent food waste, then 
you risk excessive carbon emissions and 
pollution from the materials. But under-
package the wrong item, and you’re left with 
food waste, which has a significant carbon 
footprint itself because of all the embodied 
energy that went into growing, packing and 
transporting that food. 

Packaging 
& materials

Supermarket Riverford

Reducing  
paper bags
We’ve recently switched from hand-packing 
our paper bags, to a paper ‘flow wrap’ 
machine. This uses 60% less paper on average, 
pack for pack, compared with our previous 
bags. The machine uses thinner paper, and 
cuts bags exactly to the size of each item, 
preventing paper being wasted when small 
items are packed in too-big bags.

‘Very low plastic’ recipe box
To begin tackling the use of plastic in our recipe box range (see more on 
page 53), we’ve introduced a ‘very low plastic’ recipe option each week. 

Recipe box
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Degradable plastic
(or “oxo-degradable”)

Biodegradable  
plastic

• Biodegrades into water, CO2 
and organic matter. 

• Can take a very long time 
to break down.

• Won’t break down on a 
home compost heap.

• CAN leave some 
harmful residue  
of microplastics. 

• Breaks down into smaller 
pieces, i.e. microplastics.

• Will never completely 
biodegrade.

• Needs chemicals to break 
down at all. 

• WILL contaminate and 
harm the environment.

microplastics

water carbon 
dioxide

organic 
matter

Compostable  
packaging

• Biodegrades into water, CO2 
and organic matter.

• Quicker to break down 
than plastics labelled 
‘biodegradable’.

• Some types will break down 
on a home compost heap. 

• WILL NOT leave any trace 
of harmful microplastics.

microplastics

But the future looks bright!

A guide to sustainable plastic alternatives 

Common terms you’ll see on plastic alternatives, and what they mean for the environment. 

WHAT ARE THE ALTERNATIVES?

microplastics

Thankfully, there has been a surge in action to reduce plastic pollution. Many 
alternative materials have been developed – some much more sustainable than others. 

Look out for

HOME COMPOSTABLE

How can our new packaging be disposed of?

On your compost heap  
(if you have one)

Can’t compost at home? 
Riverford can collect it with 

your veg box, to compost 
on the farm. We’ll use it to 

grow more veg!

In  your council 
compost bin (if your 

local council accepts it)

Home compostable is the most sustainable alternative to 
conventional plastic – breaking down quickly and completely, 
just like a plant decomposing, with no damage to land or sea.  

1 2 3
compost 

bin

FACT SOURCE - UN  Environment

Only biodegrades in the high 
temperatures of an industrial 
compost heap (around 60°C) 

Will not fully biodegrade on 
your home compost heap

Home compostable

Biodegrades in low 
temperatures (20- 30°C, not 
industrial conditions)

Will fully biodegrade on 
your home compost heap

For our planet’s 
sake, let’s choose 
better packaging

Compostable
A truly 

sustainable 
alternative
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8 MILLION TONNES OF PLASTIC 
end up in our oceans every year.
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Our plastic use
In our last sustainability report, we showed our 
plastic use by breaking down the different types 
we use on-site at Riverford: the bags, pots or 
punnets that appear in our boxes, the pallet 
wrap we use in our warehouses, and so on.

Now, we’ve reassessed our approach: 
we’re including indirect plastic use. That 
means not only looking at the plastic we’ve 
bought ourselves, to use as customer-facing 
packaging or in our own operations – but 
also at the plastic we’ve indirectly bought 
as part of finished products made by other 
people. For example, the pots our hummus is 
delivered in, or incoming pallets of product. 
We have backdated this in our calculations.

Including indirect use 
brings our total plastic 
use for the 20-21 financial year 
to 257 tonnes – up 17% from the 
previous financial year. 

While this absolute increase is something no 
business would be proud of, similar to the 
changes in our carbon footprint (see page 24), 
there is more to this number than meets the 
eye. Whilst we have in place measures to replace 
our plastic (see page 49), we’ve experienced a 
unique surge in growth during the coronavirus 
pandemic – 43% more deliveries than last year, 
in fact. Inevitably, packing and delivering more 
food has increased our total plastic use... 

…However, our plastic use per delivery has decreased by 18% over the last financial year. 
That means we are using less plastic in what we do; we are just also doing more, in general. 
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Plastic per delivery: good progress 

Reducing our plastic use per delivery is a huge stride in the right direction – and we’re 
continuing our work to systematically reduce and replace plastic across everything we do.

93g 89g 77g 63g

-4% decrease

- 13% decrease

- 1 8% decrease

Where do we still have work to do?

Stabilising pallets sustainably

Although we’ve made good progress in 
reducing the packaging and materials that 
go out to customers, we still have work to 
do behind the scenes, in our operations and 
supply chain. 

In our last sustainability report, we set 
ourselves the goal of reducing our use of 
pallet wrap (the plastic material that is 
wrapped around pallets of produce to keep 
them stable and together in transit; it looks a 
bit like cling film). We got off to a good start 
with this, with in-house trials of various 
reusable pallet stabilisation equipment. 
However, trials were halted during the 
pandemic, when social distancing measures 
and high demand created unprecedented 
operational pressures in our box packing barn. 

We’ve recently begun working with our 
packaging partners Kite Environmental to find 
a sustainable solution. We’ve already swapped 
some of our pallet wrap for a thinner, stronger 
product, with a projected saving of over 12 
tonnes of plastic over the coming year.

Plastic pots in recipe boxes 

In our recipe box packaging, fresh 
fruit and veg has been moved 
from conventional plastic to home 
compostable packaging. However, we 
still have work to do on the plastic 
pots and bottles that contain liquids, 
spice mixes and dried goods. Finding 
home compostable solutions for 
these is something we’ll be working 
on this year.
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Riverford’s whole supply chain is carefully built 
to minimise waste: from cutting food waste 
by planning crops well in advance, accepting 
outsized or wonky veg, and finding good 
uses for any surplus, to collecting our core 
packaging from your door to use again.

When a material must be discarded, we aim to sort and recycle it, 
either in house or with our chosen waste contractors. The majority of 
the waste we produce is recycled. The rest is largely sent to Energy 
from Waste plants; only a very small percentage is sent to landfill.

How is Riverford’s 
waste disposed of?

19.16%
80.45% 0.39%

To energy-from-
waste plants

Recycled
To landfill

We have a long-standing system in 
place to reduce food waste. It starts 
in the fields; working closely with our 
grower friends, we meticulously plan 
crops up to a year in advance, to grow 
exactly as much fruit and veg as we 
anticipate we’ll need to fill our boxes. 
We also have looser specifications 
than supermarkets, allowing for 
wonkiness; great-tasting fruit and 
veg shouldn’t go to waste because 
of cosmetic issues! Where there is 
an unexpected glut of something, we 
work hard to find a home for it. 

Anything that’s at risk of going to 
waste (for example, fruit and veg 
that isn’t quite up to scratch for 
customers) gets put to good use in the 
following places:

• Free fruit and veg for  
co-owners

• Co-owner canteen meals 

• The Riverford Field Kitchen restaurant

• Donations to local charities and 
food banks 

Food surplus
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Free fruit  
& veg for  

co-owners

Co-owner 

canteen 

meals

The Riverford 

Field Kitchen 

Restaurant

Donations to 
local charities 
& food banks

Our veg boxes are 
designed to be used up 
to 10 times! Each reuse 
means less cardboard is 

used to make new boxes.
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recycling
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In 2021, we began a campaign 
to educate and inspire Riverford 
customers and the wider world to 
reduce their food waste. 

The ‘No Time to Waste’ campaign 
highlights key sources of waste in 
modern food systems, as well as the 
link between food waste and climate 
change – a connection not everyone 
is aware of. We’ve provided lots of 
solutions to household food waste, 
including recipes and storage tips, 
through videos, articles, and posts on 
social media.

We’re partnered with over ten different 
charities who distribute surplus fruit 
and veg to people and animals. Find 
out more about our local charity 
partners on page 62.

If it’s not fit for humans, our 
livestock enjoy eating surplus fruit 
and veg (cows particularly like 
broccoli). We divert over 900 tonnes 

of root veg a year to livestock feed. 
Some veg even goes to the animals 
at Paignton Zoo, just down the road 
from Wash Farm in Devon.

And if it’s too degraded even for 
animals to eat, we compost it 
and spread it on our fields, 
to nourish the soil and 
help us grow more veg.

People Animals

110 30

Food surplus to charities 
2020/21 financial year (tonnes)

No Time to 
Waste campaign
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Waste-saving recipes
riverford.co.uk/recipes/ 
zero-food-waste

Farm chefs cookalong
YouTube.com/
RiverfordOrganicVeg

1

Fruit & veg storage guide
bit.ly/5t0rag3

3

#notimetowaste

2

https://www.riverford.co.uk/recipes/zero-food-waste
https://www.riverford.co.uk/recipes/zero-food-waste
https://www.youtube.com/user/riverfordorganicveg
https://www.youtube.com/user/riverfordorganicveg
https://images.riverford.co.uk/pdf/food-waste-storage-infographic.pdf
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As coronavirus took hold, Riverford saw an 
immediate surge in demand, as more people 
turned to home delivery. This surge mostly 
came from our existing customers ordering 
more boxes, more o� en; for example, people 
swapping from fortnightly to weekly deliveries, 
and adding more items. Demand reached 
levels similar to Christmas, which we plan 
for months and months in advance – but this 
time, we had next to no preparation!

We rapidly simplifi ed our product range, to 
make sure that everything could be packed 
and delivered to the same quality – and 
most importantly, with the care required to 
keep our co-owners safe. 

Co-owner wellbeing has been our #1 priority 
throughout the pandemic. Here are some 
examples of how we have been trying to 
support our co-owners as much as we can...

Counselling sessions 
Free counselling sessions 

for co-owners who feel they 
would benefi t from some 

additional support. 

Wellbeing podcasts 
& webinars

On topics from getting a good 
night’s sleep and coping with 

isolation, to mindfulness, 
stress management, and 

fi nancial wellbeing. 

Priority orders
When we were closed to 

new customers because of 
high demand, co-owners 

could order for a loved one 
or vulnerable person.

Free organic food
We’ve been keeping our 
grade-out store extra 

well stocked with organic 
ingredients for co-owners 

to cook at home.

Virtual events
Helping people stay 

connected with Covid-
safe events, including a 
virtual pub quiz, virtual 
cook-along, and even a 

virtual Christmas wreath-
making session.

Riverford Loan Scheme
Supporting co-owners in 
fi nancial hardship with an 

interest-free loan from 
Riverford of up to £1,500.

Vulnerable co-owners
Supporting co-owners 

who have been identifi ed 
as extremely vulnerable or 
living with someone who 
is extremely vulnerable, 

going signifi cantly beyond 
government advice.

Sickness pay & leave
We went above and 

beyond the regulations, 
including waiving 

all absence days for 
coronavirus isolation.

Weekly wellbeing 
check-ins  

We shared weekly wellbeing 
check-ins, each one focusing 

on a different topic, and 
signposting to additional 
support and resources.

Wellbeing podcasts 

Co-owners & coronavirus
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In 2021, Riverford was named one of the UK’s 
Top 100 Best Companies to Work For – an 
amazing achievement in such a challenging 
year, which we’re really proud of. 

The list is based on a really thorough 
assessment by Best Companies: an 
independent, authoritative research company 
who specialise in workplace engagement. This 
allows us to benchmark ourselves against 
others in our industry – seeing where we’re 
doing well, and where we can do better. 

All co-owners were invited to fi ll out a detailed 
survey about their experience working with us, 
completely anonymously. We received a great 
number of responses, and scored particularly 
highly on the following questions: 

• “I believe this organisation does enough 
to protect the environment”

• “This organisation is run on strong 
values/principles”

• “My manager cares about me as an 
individual”

• “I feel proud to work for this organisation”

Overall, we received a 
two-star “Outstanding” 
score. There’s only one 
score above this, three-
stars “World Class”, which 
very few companies make 
it into – but we’ve got 
our sights on it for the 
years ahead. 

An ‘Outstanding’ place to work

“I believe this organisation does enough 

An ‘Outstanding’ place to work

Our impact on 
co-owners
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Food donations 
Over the last year, we’ve donated over 100 tonnes of fresh organic produce to our charity 
partners. That’s 1,255,875 portions of fruit and veg!

Regular recipients around our Devon farm include Food in Community, FoodCycle, Paignton 
Community Larder, and Buckfastleigh Foodbank. And in Peterborough, Sacrewell Farm regularly 
donates to Food for Naught and Second Helpings.

These charities had to adapt quickly when coronavirus struck. For example, when Food in 
Community’s cafés were forced to close, they used the produce to deliver food boxes to 
vulnerable people, and helped stock foodbanks across Devon. They report that demand has 
increased threefold since the pandemic began.

During this challenging time, we also extended our support to other charities, such as... 

Buckfastleigh’s family pumpkin 
carving competition   
We donated 100 pumpkins. 

The Donkey Sanctuary 

We donated veg to help provide enrichment activities for the 
resident herd of this Devon-based international charity.

Extinction Rebellion event, Bristol
We provided fruit for people attending the three-
day August Bank Holiday weekend of peaceful 
demonstrations, climate debates and music.  

Shaldon Zoo  
Grade-out veg donated to animals. While zoos were closed 
and really struggling for funds, veg to help feed the animals 
was much appreciated.

The Mare & Foal Sanctuary 

Veg was donated for 400 rescued horses and ponies. 

62 63

Our local impact

Food in Community
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meals’ worth of food 
delivered to local  

communities in 2020.

200,000

Volunteers from  

6 - 86 years old

4,000+

food boxes delivered 
directly to households in 2020.

Over 4,000

Over 72 tonnes
of surplus food saved 

from waste in 2020.

More than 75%
of the food they 

collect from Riverford 
is distributed within 

a ten-mile radius 
of our Devon farm; 

this keeps transport 
emissions low.

10 miles

We give to many food banks and charities, but Food in Community, based just down the road 
from our farm in Devon, is the partner that we donate the most to.

Food in Community is a Community Interest Company (CIC) that gathers sustainably sourced, 
surplus and mostly fresh organic food from producers, including directly from farmers’ fields. 
They work across South Devon to collect food from producers, organise food drop-offs where 
there’s need, and (outside of the pandemic) run pay-as-you-feel pop-up cafés. 

Replicating the model

The team behind Food in Community have now spent over eight years working with sustainably 
produced surplus, and would like to share their expertise. They would particularly like to hear 
from other charities or community groups who wish to start a similar project, or to modify their 
existing format to make the most of local resources. 

You can find out more about what they do and get in touch at foodincommunity.org.

Food in Community in numbers…
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During this challenging time, we also extended our support to other charities, such as... 

Buckfastleigh’s family pumpkin 
carving competition   
We donated 100 pumpkins. 

The Donkey Sanctuary 

We donated veg to help provide enrichment activities for the 
resident herd of this Devon-based international charity.

Extinction Rebellion event, Bristol
We provided fruit for people attending the three-
day August Bank Holiday weekend of peaceful 
demonstrations, climate debates and music.  

Shaldon Zoo  
Grade-out veg donated to animals. While zoos were closed 
and really struggling for funds, veg to help feed the animals 
was much appreciated.

The Mare & Foal Sanctuary 

Veg was donated for 400 rescued horses and ponies. 
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meals’ worth of food 
delivered to local  

communities in 2020.

200,000

Volunteers from  

6 - 86 years old

4,000+

food boxes delivered 
directly to households in 2020.

Over 4,000

Over 72 tonnes
of surplus food saved 

from waste in 2020.

More than 75%
of the food they 

collect from Riverford 
is distributed within 

a ten-mile radius 
of our Devon farm; 

this keeps transport 
emissions low.

10 miles

We give to many food banks and charities, but Food in Community, based just down the road 
from our farm in Devon, is the partner that we donate the most to.

Food in Community is a Community Interest Company (CIC) that gathers sustainably sourced, 
surplus and mostly fresh organic food from producers, including directly from farmers’ fields. 
They work across South Devon to collect food from producers, organise food drop-offs where 
there’s need, and (outside of the pandemic) run pay-as-you-feel pop-up cafés. 

Replicating the model

The team behind Food in Community have now spent over eight years working with sustainably 
produced surplus, and would like to share their expertise. They would particularly like to hear 
from other charities or community groups who wish to start a similar project, or to modify their 
existing format to make the most of local resources. 

You can find out more about what they do and get in touch at foodincommunity.org.

Food in Community in numbers…

https://foodincommunity.org


The Riverford Field Kitchen
When The Riverford Field Kitchen (our Devon farm restaurant) shut its doors for the 
last lockdown, the team were determined to put their skills to good use. 

We still had all sorts of organic veg growing in the Field Kitchen Garden, and since we couldn’t 
use it for guests in the restaurant, cooking nutritious meals for those in need seemed the 
obvious solution. We got in touch with local charities, and started supplying 515 free hot meals a 
week – which is approximately 8,000 meals throughout lockdown. 

Be Buckfastleigh
Meals were available in the Be Buckfastleigh 
office for those who needed them. 

Food Alliance Organisations, hospital 
discharge in Torbay, & TeignHousing
Any leftover meals were passed to ChudFridge. 

The Community Café, Totnes
Served outside through lockdown.
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Asks for Masks
We donated a number of 
prizes to Asks for Masks, 
for an auction in aid of a 
doctor’s appeal for PPE 
for keyworkers. This was a 
high-profile event, with a 
massive £97,579.68 raised 
in total from all the bids 
on donated prizes. 

Local charity & community donations 
We’ve supported a wide variety of charities in the last year, from community groups, schools, 
hospitals, and nurseries, to individuals doing amazing things for good causes. 

In total, we have donated to 29 different groups. Despite many fundraising events having to be 
cancelled, we pledged prizes that can be used for the next event they are able to run. 

Here are a few examples…

Planet Earth Games 2020
We supported Devon Youth Games 
Trust’s ‘Planet Earth Games’ (an 
environment-themed sports event 
that helps to address climate change) 
by organising one of their weekly 
challenges for people to take part 
in. Our ‘Toast the Waste’ challenge 
tasked people with using their leftover 
fruit and veg to make a picture on 
a piece of toast, with the winner 
receiving a veg box and recipe box.

Magic Breakfast
We donated a raffle prize to 
the Magic Breakfast initiative, 
who help to ensure school 
children aren’t too hungry 
to learn by providing healthy 
breakfast food and expert 
support to identify and 
reach those pupils at risk 
of hunger. The raffle raised 
almost £10,000, which is an 
incredible 24,147 breakfasts 
for children living in poverty. 
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Spreading the word

We don’t want to operate in a bubble. Our co-owners have lots of expertise that we’re keen to 
share beyond our hedges – and in turn, there’s much we can learn from others. Here’s a few of 
the things we do to spread the word about sustainable food and ethical business.  

The Oxford 
Real Farming 
Conference
Every year we support the Oxford Real 
Farming Conference: an annual conference 
of regenerative and organic farmers, food 
activists and academics. 

In an inspiring week of debates, panels and 
keynote talks, attendees discuss alternative 
farming methods and how to tackle our 
broken food system. As well as supporting the 
conference as partners, our own Guy Singh-
Watson often appears on a panel or two! 

In 2021, a surprising silver lining of the 
coronavirus pandemic was that the ORFC 
went virtual – opening it up to people all 
over the world.  

Talks 
Our co-owners regularly speak at other 
organisations – from our founder Guy talking 
about organic farming or ethical business 
practices, to sustainability manager Zac 
Goodall presenting possibilities for nature-
based carbon offsets, and people director 
Charlotte Tickle advising businesses in 
transition to employee ownership.  

In recent years, co-owners have given talks to…

• National Farmers Union

• World Retail Conference

• Countryside Commission 

• Employee Ownership Association 

• Send a Cow

• School of African Studies 

• Exeter University

• Plymouth University

• The FIRST Responsible Capitalism Initiative 

… And many more.

The B Hive
There are over 2500 (and counting) B 
Corps worldwide, in over 50 countries, 
all striving to use business as a force 
for good. Certification gives you access 
to a whole community of likeminded 
businesses, called the ‘B Hive’ – all 
seeking to help each other do better, 
for the good of the world we share. 

Working groups are run on issues such 
as employee ownership, packaging and 
climate change; pooling resources and 
research, and creating positive change 
for the whole community.
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Wicked Leeks 
magazine 
Our own magazine, Wicked Leeks, is free 
for anyone to read – not just customers. 
It exists purely to inform readers and 
inspire positive change. 

Wicked Leeks focuses on sustainable 
food and ethical business, talking to 
a huge range of experts, academics, 
farmers, entrepreneurs, and organisations 
to create 5-7 new stories every week. 
Whether it’s counter-narratives to 
greenwash, hearing from regenerative 
farmers, stories of those tackling climate 
or nature collapse, raising the voices of 
underrepresented people in the food 
and farming sectors, or lifestyle articles 
about seasonal eating, food waste or 
plastic, the magazine is a really dynamic 
collection of voices. 

To read our latest reporting, visit the 
features section at wickedleeks.com. 

https://wickedleeks.riverford.co.uk


Send a Cow
Send a Cow have been our charity partners for over 10 years. Since 
2010, we’ve been supporting projects in Africa which improve the 
lives of disadvantaged families for the long term. 

Coronavirus response
The pandemic has stretched across East Africa. Send a Cow 
Uganda has worked with local health authorities and NGOs, 
with their amazing work including:

• Phone survey to determine the impact of coronavirus 
on families

• Providing handwashing stations
• Over 2,000 bars of soap delivered to households
• Hand sanitiser and masks distributed to health centres
• Recipe and method for making soap shared with families
• Radio talk shows raising awareness of social distancing, 

good hygiene and sanitation
• Mobile phone credit donated to farmers, enabling regular 

contact with extension workers

Since the outbreak, violence against women and girls has intensified. Send a Cow has also done 
work to help families understand each other and work through issues.

£164,744 donated to Send a Cow 
by co-owners & customers in the last year

Here are the two major projects we’ve been supporting…

Send a Cow took us by surprise when a vehicle carrying boxes of soap came. We 
are all very happy, someone said ‘Titukafa buti tukali nabatulowoozaku’ meaning 

we are not going to die now because there are people thinking about us.

Ritah, project participant

Push-Pull Project, Uganda

Riverford had previously been supporting Send 
a Cow’s Rakai Orphans Project. This aimed to 
revitalised communities in the Rakai district of 
rural Uganda, by providing a support network 
for orphans and vulnerable children, helping 
them grow enough food to eat and more to sell.

The Rakai Orphans Project was really successful. 
However, Send a Cow identified that the loss of 
staple maize crops to pests (stemborer moths 
and parasitic striga weed) was a significant 
barrier to food security. 

When it was time to fund a new project, 
Riverford co-owners voted to support the 
Push-Pull Project for the next three years, 
working with the same 400 farmers we 
supported through the Rakai Orphans Project. 

‘Push-Pull’ refers to a simple but powerful 
farming method, where maize is intercropped 
with desmodium flowers, which produce a scent 
that repels the stemborer moth: the ‘push’ of the 
name. The desmodium roots also stop parasitic 
striga weeds from attaching to the maize roots. 

The maize and desmodium are surrounded by 
a plant called brachiaria (a type of livestock 
fodder), which attracts the moths, encouraging 
them to lay their eggs. Sticky gum on the 
brachiaria binds the moth larvae, leaving them 
unable to hatch; the ‘pull’ element. 

The project will enable families to improve 
maize yields and set up fodder-selling 
businesses. As well as reducing crop losses, 
it aims to enhance ecosystems, reduce 
greenhouse gas emission (as it reduces the 
need for synthetic fertilisers), and strengthen 
the resilience of farms under climate change.

I had stopped growing maize because of pest 
damage, but I was excited to start Push-Pull... My 
maize harvest has already increased, and my cow 
is now producing 8 litres of milk a day, up from 4.5 
litres, thanks to an improved supply of fodder.

Hadija, who lives in Rakai with her husband and ten 
children, including several orphans in her care.

The Push-Pull intercropping system protects maize from moths and parasitic weeds.  Credit Push Pull.
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We know that our co-owners share strong values, and that our customers trust Riverford to 
make sound ethical choices on their behalf. To make sure that we can be proud of everything 
we sell, and that we can always be transparent about where it comes from, we officially 
defined our ‘Product Principles’ in 2020. 

These principles set a high bar – and it’s not just words. We’ve already made changes to hold 
ourselves to account against them. For example, we concluded that we must phase out selling 
apples from New Zealand on CO2 grounds, that we need a different banana supplier, and that 
we are not happy with buying sweet potatoes from the US. But the process of creating these 
principles also highlighted just how proud we can be about the vast majority of our range!  

Principle 1 Principle 1  
We buy from known 
and trusted suppliers

Principle 3 Principle 3  

Principle 2 Principle 2  
Everything we sell is 

100% organic (or wild)

Reducing our negative impact on the 
planet guides all our business decisions

This often involves a ‘balanced scorecard’ 
approach to reconcile different issues, but 
we have a few absolute rules for production:

• We are 100% palm oil free.

• We never use air freight.

• We do not sell any product whose transport exceeds our 
CO2e per tonne set limits (which we are working to reduce). 

• We sell no product grown under heated glass.

Principle 4 Principle 4  
We celebrate the seasons

We grow what we can in the UK 
and Europe, where this does not 

compromise flavour and food waste.

Principle 5 Principle 5  
Everything we sell must 

be ‘bloody good’

Principle 6 Principle 6  
We minimise food waste (in 
the field, in the packhouse 

and in the home)

Principle 7 Principle 7  
We want organic food 
to be widely accessible, 
and to reflect the real 

cost of ethical but 
efficient production

Principle 8 Principle 8  
We do not sell any product 
that does not meet our 
packaging policy

This is designed to  
remove, reduce, reuse 
and recycle, in that order. 
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As well as having our B Corp certification to 
demonstrate that we aren’t marking our own 
homework on ethics, we recently launched 
The Riverford Supplier Charter.

Developed in consultation with our 
suppliers, this document sets out our 
commitment to fair and meaningful trade 
relationships. It states the level of integrity 
that we expect from those we partner with 
– but it also lays out what they can expect 
from us. Annually, we ask suppliers for 
feedback on our practices, and we have an 
objective, external ombudsman to mediate 
any potential disputes. 

Riverford is now a substantial buyer, mostly 
from primary producers (the people who 
directly grow and make your food). For many 
of these small-scale family businesses, we are 
their biggest customer, and their commercial 
future and prosperity depend on us. 

When Riverford became employee owned 
in 2018, protection for our suppliers was 
enshrined in the company’s articles. We 
believe that trading relationships should 
be human, respectful, and where possible 
enjoyable. Our suppliers are at the core of 
Riverford’s success, and the continuation 
of respectful trading enshrined within our 
Supplier Charter helps to cement our position 
on trading with integrity and fairness. 

The Charter is lengthy, but here are a few 
examples of the commitments we make to 
growers and makers:

We always take the agreed 
volume of produce, at the agreed 
price, regardless of subsequent 

changes (for example bad 
weather affecting crop size). 

For local growers, we provide an 
agronomist to help on the farm – 
and for those further afield, help 
from our agronomist is available 

by phone or video call. 

We never change our 
specifications to demand 

higher quality as a way of 
avoiding our purchasing 

commitments.

The Riverford 
Supplier Charter

74

We will pay as quickly as 
practically possible without 

significantly increasing transactions 
costs. We will not use your money 

to finance our business
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To sum it all up…

Our aims for 
the coming year

Look out for next year’s report 
to find out how we get on!

Produce our 
first Biodiversity 

Action Plan

Reduce our 
carbon emissions 
per delivery from 

3.8 kgCO2e to  
3.6 kgCO2e

100% LED
Continue working 
towards 100% LED 

lighting at all our sites

ELECTRIC 
DELIVERY VANS

Continue working towards  
70% electric delivery vans by  

2023, and 100% by 2025

Host climate and 
biodiversity crisis 
engagement talks 
for co-owners, looking at 
climate-smart business 
solutions (e.g. renewable 
energy, electric vehicles)

EVEN 
LESS 

PLASTIC
Reduce our plastic 

use per delivery 
from 63g to 57g
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