
 

   

 

Press Release  
7 April 2020 

Sowing the Seed for Food Production During COVID-19  
County Durham organisations join forces at time of crisis 

 
A County Durham charity is joining forces with organisations across the region to feed 

thousands of individuals and families during the ongoing Coronavirus crisis. 

 
The Auckland Project regeneration charity, based in Bishop Auckland, is perhaps best 

known for establishing a visitor destination built around the former private palace of the 

Prince Bishops of Durham, Auckland Castle.  

  

Since closing the doors of the visitor destination three weeks ago due to COVID-19, the 

charity has focussed its efforts on helping the Bishop Auckland community through the crisis. 

 

Now, it has teamed up with the South Durham Enterprise agency and Shildon-based 

community organisation, Health Express, to provide food to those who need it via a local 

distribution network.  

  

The initiative, entitled The Auckland Project: Closed Doors, Open Hearts, has already 

produced more than 10,000 meals for people in the Bishop Auckland and Shildon area, with 

plans to increase production as needed over the coming weeks. 

 

Funding has been received from County Durham Community Foundation, with further 

support sought from Local Elected Members and the Bishop Auckland and Shildon Area 

Action Partnership.   

 

Closed Doors Open Hearts  

Building on its key principles of supporting local produce and sustainability, The Auckland 

Project’s approach to tackling the Coronavirus is three fold – creating meals; working with 

South Durham Enterprise Agency and Health Express to distribute those meals; and growing 

produce to support these efforts in the coming weeks and months.  
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2. 

Liz Fisher, Director of Curatorial and Engagement at The Auckland Project, said: “We are 

building on our experiences of delivering a Holiday Hunger project with partners in 2019.  

Through that we found there was a real need for young people and families to receive a hot 

meal when schools were closed.   

 

“In the current circumstances, the needs of the local community are much more urgent and 

so we wanted to make the most of our facilities and talented chefs to help cater for those 

who need it most.   We are also looking beyond the immediate need to ensure we are 

growing produce across the site that can help provide ingredients for the initiative in the 

longer term.”    

 

Food production  

A team of 17 staff and volunteers are working in The Auckland Project’s Central Kitchen, 

preparing dishes for distribution to those who need them.  

 

The team, including seven former or current apprentices at The Project, have been in 

voluntary, self-imposed lockdown since 17 March, only travelling between home and work to 

ensure the kitchen remains protected.   

  

They are currently producing around 500 meals per day, five days a week, with an aim to 

increase this to 1,000 meals per day as soon as possible.  

  

Dishes, such as cottage pie, mince and dumplings, lasagne, carrot cake and a variety of 

sponges, including lemon, chocolate and syrup, are being frozen, ready for distribution, with 

more than 10,000 dishes made to date (5,000 main meals and 5,000 desserts).  

  

The team are also preparing fresh food trays, made up of dry goods (flour and pasta), bread, 

dairy products (milk and butter), fruit and vegetables, tinned fish and tinned meat, to help 

people cook at home.   

 

Where possible, ingredients have been harvested from The Auckland Project’s gardens, with 

most supplies coming from catering companies, DeliFresh and BidFood.  The companies are 

still being paid market prices as part of a commitment by the charity to support its suppliers 

through this difficult time and are also donating any surplus ingredients to assist with the 

efforts.   
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Ant Brown, Culinary Director at The Auckland Project, said: “The meals we are producing 

are all designed to be nutritious and full of calories, to help sustain those receiving them.   

They feature foods that a wide range of people will eat and can be easily heated at home.   

  

“With more staff and equipment, we potentially have the capacity to increase production to 

around 2,000 meals a day, but in a lot of ways we hope that demand isn’t there and that 

people are managing through the crisis ok already.  

  

“We have been inundated with offers of support from volunteers so far but are currently 

limiting the numbers involved due to Government advice regarding isolating and social 

distancing and will cautiously expand our team as demand requires.”   

 

Food distribution  

The Auckland Project is working with not-for-profit economic development agency, South 

Durham Enterprise Agency, and Shildon-based community organisation, Health Express, to 

distribute the food produced via a series of designated community hubs.  

 

Referrals are being received from Durham County Council, who are co-ordinating requests 

for help from individuals and regional organisations, with distribution being carried out via 

these third parties only, and not directly from The Auckland Project, to ensure it reaches 

those who need it most.  

 

Local cardboard manufacturer, Durham Box, has donated 1,000 boxes to help package the 

meals for distribution and freezer manufacturer, Ebac has donated several freezers to 

ensure the meals can be stored safely until they are required.   

 

Councillor Rob Yorke, Trustee for Health Express and Chair of South Durham Enterprise 

Agency (SDEA), said: “We are delighted that both Health Express and SDEA can work 

alongside The Auckland Project to help coordinate and distribute food parcels to the those 

that need them within the Bishop Auckland and Shildon AAP area. All County Councillors 

without exception have fast tracked funding from the respective Neighbourhood Budgets to 

this worthwhile project and we are ready to play our part in these unpresented times.” 
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4. 

A Harvest for the Future  

As well as creating food for immediate distribution via its third parties, The Auckland Project 

is building on the history of growing in the grounds of Auckland Castle, to plant crops that 

can be harvested as part of the Closed Doors, Open Hearts Initiative in the next few months  

So far, around two acres of the 17th century Walled Garden have been allocated for this 

purpose.  

 

Produce already planted around the estate, includes leeks, broccoli, kale, turnips and chard, 

along with a range of eating and cooking apples.  

  

Within the planting of the Walled Garden there will also be a wide range of potatoes not 

usually found on supermarket shelves, like Purple Majesty, as well as a broad range of peas 

and beans including the Badger Pea, also known as the Carlin Pea, which was thought to be 

first cultivated by monks in the Middle Ages.   

  

Andy Nesbitt, Curator of Parks and Gardens at The Auckland Project, said: “The land 

surrounding Auckland Castle was traditionally used for growing all manner of fruit, 

vegetables and flowers, with the Walled Garden at its productive heart.   Now, we are 

harnessing that history to provide a wide range of fresh ingredients, for food production as 

part of the Closed Doors, Open Hearts initiative. 

  

“We expect to harvest in the summer and if the Coronavirus crisis has been resolved by then 

we will distribute the produce in comfort boxes to those who need it via our third-party 

distribution network.” 

 

For more information or to make a donation to The Auckland Project: Closed Doors, Open 

Hearts Initiative, visit www.aucklandproject.org 

 

Durham County Council has established a helpline, webpage and support network to help 

vulnerable people in County Durham who are struggling during the Coronavirus pandemic. 

For more information visit http://www.durham.gov.uk/covid19help.   

 

You can also call 03000 260260 between 9.00am until 5.00pm weekdays and 10.00am until 

to 3.00pm on weekends. 

ENDS 

 

http://www.aucklandproject.org/
http://www.durham.gov.uk/covid19help


 

 

 

 

Note to newsdesks: 

For more information please contact Claire Morrell, Head of PR at The Auckland Project on 

claire.morrell @aucklandproject.org  

 

Image captions  

1 - Caption: Charlotte Brown and Francesca Brass, from The Auckland Project’s Catering 

Team, preparing food as part of The Auckland Project: Closed Doors, Open Hearts Project.  

Copyright: The Auckland Project 

2- Carly Yorke, Health Express Volunteer, with Lee Brownson and Robert Wicks of The 

Auckland Project packing food for distribution as part of the The Auckland Project: Closed 

Doors, Open Hearts Project.  Copyright: The Auckland Project. 

3- The Auckland Project: Closed Doors, Open Hearts Project, images of the food production 

at the historic Castle’s Walled Garden in County Durham.  Copyright: The Auckland Project 

4- Tam Mayor and Rebecca Chieke, TAP Engagement Team planting produce at the historic 

Castle’s Walled Garden in County Durham as part of The Auckland Project: Closed Doors, 

Open Hearts Project.  Copyright: The Auckland Project 

 

About The Auckland Project:  
The Auckland Project is working to create positive change for those living, working and 
visiting Bishop Auckland and to ensure the town’s future is as magnificent and vibrant as its 
past.     
      
To do so we are creating a visitor destination in Bishop Auckland, incorporating Auckland 
Castle (once home to the Prince Bishops of Durham), a Spanish Gallery, Faith Museum, 
Walled Garden, Deer Park, Mining Art Gallery and Auckland Tower visitor centre.  Outdoor 
spectacular, Kynren – an epic tale of England, is also performed every summer.  
    
Kynren launched in 2016, followed by the Mining Art Gallery, in October 2017 and Auckland 
Tower in October 2018.  Bishop Trevor Gallery, a temporary exhibition space within 
Auckland Castle, opened in June 2019, with the Castle re-opening to the public on 2 
November 2019 following a three-year conservation programme.   The other attractions will 
follow in stages in the years ahead.     
    
Alongside the visitor destination, The Auckland Project regeneration charity is also working 
directly with the local community to deliver a wide range of formal and informal learning for 
adults and young people, create jobs and apprenticeships both directly and via our supply 
chain, support sustainable living, including community-supported agriculture and the 
Incredible Edible scheme and promote general health and wellbeing.     
    
To date approaching £200m has been committed to achieving the project’s long-term 
ambition, with support from a wide range of organisations, charitable trusts and individuals, 
including The National Lottery Heritage Fund.  Visitors to the destination will also play a 
crucial part in helping bring it to life.     
    
For more information about The Auckland Project, please visit aucklandproject.org or search 
Auckland Project on Facebook and Twitter.     
  
The Auckland Project’s sister charity, Eleven Arches, runs open air spectacular Kynren – an 
epic tale of England.   
   

mailto:Claire.buchan@aucklandproject.org
http://www.aucklandproject.org/


 

 

 

 

Unique in the UK, this world-class performance takes place on a 7-and-a-half-acre outdoor 
stage and is set against the magnificent backdrop of Auckland Castle.  
 
Be swept along by this award-winning, family-friendly tale of invasions, royal splendour, 
wars, heroic sacrifice, daily life and seismic change and watch legends come to life in a 
thrilling tale told on an epic scale - 2,000 years in the making. 
 
New for 2020, the Park is an exciting new development at Kynren, offering visitors an action-
packed afternoon including an electrifying Horse Stunt Show, immersive family attractions 
and all-new dining experiences.  
 
Named in TripAdvisor's "Top 5 performances to see in the UK", The Park and Kynren are 
due to take place every Saturday from 1 August to 12 September 2020 and is supported by 
a cast and crew of around 1,000 volunteers.   
  
For more information, or to book visit www.kynren.com or call 0333 300 3028.  For media 
enquiries about the show please contact Amanda Baxter, Head of Sales and Marketing on 
01388 439802 or Abaxter@elevenarches.org  
 
About South Durham Enterprise Agency  
South Durham Enterprise Agency (SDEA) is an award-winning economic development 
agency whose mission is to create and sustain jobs in the community. SDEA helps hundreds 
of smalls businesses every year and lends a hand to individuals embarking on a business 
start up journey. In addition, SDEA supports and develops community and economic 
development projects that have the potential to provide significant impact to the communities 
of South Durham. 
 
About Health Express:  
Health Express was set up by Councillor Brian Stephens, it’s main aim is to support 
residents to lead healthier, happier and longer lives. 
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