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Decision Pathway – Report  
 
 
PURPOSE: Key decision  
  
MEETING: Cabinet  
 
DATE: 22 June 2021 
 
 

TITLE Blaise Plant Nursery 

Ward(s) Henbury & Brentry  

Author:  Sharon Radnedge  Job title: Parks & Green Spaces Commercial Manager 

Cabinet lead:  Councillor Asher Craig Executive Director lead: Stephen Peacock 

Proposal origin: BCC Staff 

Decision maker: Cabinet Member 
Decision forum: Cabinet 

Purpose of Report: .  
1. To seek approval to spend up to £3.5 million in the next four years for the cost of sales in Blaise Plant Nursery. This 

spend is detailed in Appendix A. 
2. To seek approval to deliver this spend through Direct Awards to our suppliers, as detailed in Appendix A, for the four 

years. 

Evidence Base:   
Blaise Plant Nursery, within Parks & Greenspaces, generates income that covers its costs and supports the running and 
maintenance of Bristol’s parks and green spaces. It has three main income streams: 
 
• Producing & selling wholesale seasonal bedding plants and hanging baskets to local authorities and other organisations 
• Retail sales to the public at its onsite shop 
• Internal recharges for BCC initiatives and to support the greening of the city. 
 
Up to 2017, its income was predominantly based on producing and selling wholesale seasonal bedding plants and hanging 
baskets to other Local Authorities. In the last 2-3 years the business has expanded to include a large retail shop selling plants and 
gardening products to the public. This has been very successful, and retail sales have grown by 240% over the past 3 years. The 
Covid pandemic in 2020 has resulted in a significant upturn in sales, with the public having a renewed interest in gardening and 
more time to garden. We are currently working on developing and implementing further growth opportunities for the business. 
 
The Nursery is a commercial initiative.  Profits created through the nursery’s activities are used to support the funding of Bristol’s 
Parks and Green Spaces and bring the Council closer to the One City Plan’s goal of improving the accessibility and quality of our 
green spaces. The profits from the wholesale contracts and retail shop also help us support other schemes and initiatives within 
the council. 
 
The nursery has established good links with services across all departments and supports initiatives such as the One Tree per 
Child scheme; The Bear Pit improvements; Community Vegetable Initiatives and hanging baskets with various BID schemes and 
community associations across the city. 
 
In 2020/21 the Nursery spent £447k in materials supplies, which has been used as a baseline spend for our projections. However, 
while the pandemic increased sales in the retail shop, our summer wholesale contracts were significantly reduced. We are also 
now opening the retail shop for nine months of the year and stocking a wider range of products to keep up with the demand for 
house and garden plants. For these reasons, and to ensure that the business can suitably adapt if various income lines surge 
more than anticipated, the request has a generous allowance above the current spend. 
 
There is little to no financial risk to the council in granting this request, as any spending will be only for income-generating 
activities and funded projects for the city, any outlay would already be covered by agreed income. Currently, the business is 
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covering its cost and making a surplus each year. However, we are in the process of growing the retail section of the business, 
which has a greater gross profit margin and would generate increased surplus. Also, as we are not guaranteeing these levels of 
spend with the listed suppliers, and the nursery was to close or sales to reduce service there would be no additional cost to the 
council. 
 
The income and expenditure are monitored daily by the Nursery manager to ensure that costs are monitored, and profit margins 
are achieved. This is further monitored on a weekly basis by the Commercial Manager who is responsible for reporting monthly 
to Finance Business Partner.  
 
Due to various factors outside of our control, for example, Brexit and the pandemic, the horticultural industry is currently 
struggling to meet the demand. This means that to secure quality stock at competitive prices, we need to act quickly. We have 
been working with Procurement over the past year to find a compliant route to market, which can meet the demands of the 
industry. In this process, we performed a soft market test, in which we invited almost 300 suppliers to answer a short survey (11 
“yes or no” questions) to test whether they would be interested in engaging in a framework agreement; results included in 
Appendix B. Of the invited, only 13 companies responded, and only 5 of these companies would be prepared to engage in a 
formal procurement route. We also consulted with other local authorities with their internal plant nurseries, to find out what 
procurement contracts they have in place. The overwhelming majority of these had no formal agreements in place or abandoned 
any frameworks in favour of waivers; details included in Appendix B. Therefore, because of the low number of responses, lack of 
appetite for the framework agreement from the industry, and comparisons to other Local Authorities, it was decided that direct 
awards to preferred suppliers would be the best solution. 
 
To ensure that we would be able to get the stock required, at a competitive price, we have listed multiple suppliers for each 
category of spend. Therefore, to maintain a transparent process, the Nursery Manager will keep comprehensive records on when 
they send out requests to suppliers and the reasons for selecting the specific supplier. For example, they would send out emails 
to the three fruit suppliers and select based on availability. All of which would be documented and available on request. Also, 
during the six-monthly financial analysis process, an analysis of the supplier spend would be included. 
A review of this arrangement will be made annually to ensure the arrangement is delivering the outcomes and if necessary, a 
procurement process is undertaken if required.  
 
If approved, it would allow the business to be able to react quickly to the needs of the industry. Without this flexibility, it would 
seriously inhibit the business’ ability to trade and generate profit, with the potential of costing the council rather than bringing in 
income or in the worst case stop the business from trading. 
  

Cabinet Member / Officer Recommendations 
 

1. Authorises the spend of £3.5 million over the next 4 years for Blaise Plant Nursery supplies to allow  the service to resale 
the supplies and be self-sustaining.  
 

2. Authorises the Executive Director Growth and Regeneration in consultation with the Cabinet Member for Communities, 
to pursue an appropriate and compliant route to market for Blaise Plant Nursery supplies to accommodate a spend of 
£3.5m over 4 years. 

Corporate Strategy alignment: 
 

The Nursery is aligned with the themes of the corporate strategy in the following ways: 
1. Empowering and Caring - We support various community schemes, at different levels, helping people to support their 

local community. A great example of this was during the first lockdown in the pandemic, where we supported around 30 
of the most deprived areas in Bristol with vegetable plants and compost. There are also plans to develop a glasshouse 
for therapeutic/educational needs for the citizens of Bristol. 

2. Fair and Inclusive - Apprentices are used at the Nursery and Leyhill Prison work placements - a scheme where individuals 
are offered the opportunity of getting back into the working environment prior to their release. There are also plans in 
an advanced stage to have volunteers at the Nursery at certain times of the year. We also engage with our agency 
partners to ensure our seasonal staff are all sourced from the local area to the Nursery. 

3. Well Connected – The Nursery supports multiple of the local schemes with hanging baskets, planters, and maintenance 
of these. We have built up a good relationship with various organisations, BIDs, and local communities so that we know 
what to provide to help increase the appeal of streets and neighbourhoods. A great example of this was our input with 
the Bearpit rejuvenation project, where all the plants used were selected and sourced from the nursery. Also, during the 
pandemic, we helped Highways with putting together social distancing planters for Clifton, Whiteladies Road, and the 
Old City. 
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4. Wellbeing – The key outcome from this proposal is the ability for us to continue to operate our retail shop, supplying of 
plants and gardening products to the public, where we have earned a great reputation and good following with loyal 
customers. The health impacts for gardening and houseplants have been proven in many scientific studies, for example 
one study showed significant reductions in depression and anxiety and improved social functioning 

 

City Benefits:  
 

1. Through the products it sells and the initiatives it supports the nursery contributes to both physical and mental health 
wellbeing and access to healthy, ethical produced food.  

2. The nursery helps support local community initiatives by supplying plants and materials, through specialist knowledge of 
knowing what is required and appropriate and ongoing maintenance where required. 

3. The plants sold to businesses, local authorities and the public will help contribute to the planetary effort to reduce 
carbon emissions. While this won’t have a measurable impact on the net zero emission promise, it will help others get 
closer to their own carbon pledges. In addition, these plants will improve the local environments where they end up. 

4. The nursery uses solar panels to power the nurseries electricity, electric vehicles around the nursery for transport; 
Water is sourced locally from a borehole; all plastics recycled through the closed loop recycling system, developed with 
our suppliers, or donated to local community groups. We are also a market leader in the industry movement towards 
Peat-free compost, and we are working towards being completely peat free in less than three years. 

5. Our joint initiative of giving plants away to the most deprived area’s during the pandemic was so successful, that there 
are plans to do something similar again this year to more than 50 of our most deprived areas. 

 

Consultation Details: when and where has / will this proposal be discussed? E.g. partner consultation, member consultation, 

scrutiny, public consultation. Add further details in appendix B if required. 

1.  

Background Documents: Please provide links to any background papers that have been used in the development of these 

recommendations and report here. This does not mean working papers that are still under development: background papers are 
usually already in the public domain and provide context to decision being sought from Cabinet (e.g. White Paper, Government 
guidance, consultants report etc.)  

 

Revenue Cost £3,500,000 Source of Revenue Funding  Parks & Green Spaces – Blaise Nursery (10746) 

Capital Cost £ Source of Capital Funding e.g. grant/ prudential borrowing etc. 

One off cost ☐          Ongoing cost ☐ Saving Proposal ☐           Income generation proposal ☒ 

 

Required information to be completed by Financial/Legal/ICT/ HR partners: 

This report seeks: 1) permission to increase the spend on stock for the Blaise Nursey up to a value of 3.5m over 4 
years; and 2) pursue a compliant procurement route for supplies. 
 
Recommendation 1: Permission to increase the spend on stock for the Blaise Nursey up to a value of 3.5m over 4 
years 
Blaise Nursery currently sell plants to both internal departments and external sales on either contract sales or direct 
to customer retail. In 20/21, the nursery made combined sales of 741k, generating a gross profit of £294k, at a 
blended margin of 40%. After staff costs (221k) and other costs (40k) the service generated a surplus of 32k. This 
demonstrates that the service is currently operating a profitable simple business model. The service request to 
increase their cost of sales up to a limit of £3.5m over 4 years, so that a greater surplus can be generated. The service 
has seen consistent growth over the past few years, and as such this request would give them room to grow the 
business in line with the growing demand. In the unlikely event that there is no increase in demand, then no 
additional expenditure would be required above current trading volumes. 
 
Based on the following assumptions, the following returns have been modelled: 
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Scenario 1 
Assumptions: 

 Sales mix of 25% to internal contracts. In 20/21 28% of sales were to internal customers (4% margin), and it is 
likely that this % will decrease as the market growth is in external sales as a result of the boom in gardening 
as a result of the pandemic, and general market trends. 

 Cost of sales based upon 20/21 margin split by internal/external sales. 

 Permanent/agency staff the service have assessed the staffing requirement and believe that no further 
permanent staff are required to manage the additional sales. However, agency staff have been flexed on a 
variable basis taking the ratio to cost of sales from 20/21. 

 Other costs assume fully variable with cost of sales. 
 
Scenario 2 

 Assumptions as above, except sales mix held at 20/21 levels of 28% to internal customers (4% margin). 
 
Under both scenarios a greater surplus is generated because of the increase in cost of sales. 
 
Risks 
Stock management by purchasing more stock, the nursery will be exposed to risks of obsolete stock, or fluctuations 
in sale price. The risk relating to stock for wholesale sales is low as stock is bought based upon order. The stock risk 
will therefore be limited to retail sales.  The service must mitigate this risk by monitoring stock levels to identify slow 
moving items, and to take a demand-driven approach to stock purchase.  
 
Internal/external sales mix the gross margin on internal sales is 4%, vs 55% for external sales. There is a risk that 
additional stock purchases fund greater levels of internal sales, which will not generate additional surplus. The service 
must mitigate this risk by monitoring the mix of internal and external sales and ensuring that additional stock 
purchases are predominantly facilitating the external sales market.   
 
Staff costs would likely need to increase with the increase in sales. This would need to be managed through 
utilisation of agency staff, to match peak demand periods. The scenarios above assume a flex in agency staff, and the 
service do not anticipate that an increase in permanent staff would be required. However, any additional 
requirement would need to be absorbed within the service budget. 
 

20/21 outturn

£ '000

Scenario 1

£ '000

Scenario 2

£ '000

Internal sales 211 373 409

External sales 530 1,121 1,047

Total sales 741 1,494 1,456

Cost of sales -447 -876 -876

Permanent staff -170 -170 -170

Agency staff -51 -100 -100

Other -40 -79 -79

Nurseries outturn 32 269 231

Net budget 74 74 74

Variance to budget -42 195 157

Gross margin 40% 41% 40%
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These risks can be mitigated through existing processes. The service has demonstrated a business model that 
generates a surplus, so it is probable that additional spend on stock will generate a greater surplus, contingent on 
suitable management of the above risks.  
 
 
Other considerations 
 
Capital costs/site configuration No modifications are required to the site, so additional capital costs are not 
anticipated. The nursery currently sells out of stock, so by allowing further stock purchase this would be utilising the 
current site space at full capacity, rather than at reduced capacity. 
 
Budget treatment 
The service does not know the likely demand, and the proposed spend is an upper limit ask. It is therefore not 
appropriate to increase the budget in 21/22 to reflect the upper limit of proposed spend. The 21/22 net budget 
should be maintained, but the 22/23 budget considered for revision based upon trends in demand, as part of 
commercialisation opportunities. 
 
Recommendation 2: pursue a compliant procurement route for supplies 
The nursery requires flexibility in purchase of goods to be able to respond to customer demand and to obtain the 
best value for the council. The proposed procurement route seeks this flexibility, with appropriate transparency and 
compliance. 

Finance Business Partner: Mike Pilcher, Chief Accountant, Growth and Regeneration 04/05/21 

2. Legal Advice:  The procurement process must be conducted in line with the 2015 Procurement Regulations and the Councils 

own procurement rules.  Legal services will advise and assist officers regarding the conduct of the procurement process and the 
resulting contractual arrangements. 
 

Legal Team Leader: Eric Andrews,  Solicitor and Team Leader, Commercial and Corporate Governance, 10.6.21 

3. Implications on IT: No anticipated impact on IT Services 

IT Team Leader: Simon Oliver  - Director Digital Transformation 

4. HR Advice: There are no anticipated HR implications associated with this decision 
 

HR Partner: Celia Williams – HR Business Partner – Growth & Regeneration 06.05.21 

EDM Sign-off  Stephen Peacock 20th April 2021 

Cabinet Member sign-off Councillor Craig 1st June 2021 

For Key Decisions - Mayor’s 
Office sign-off 

Mayor’s Office 24th May 2021 

 

Appendix A – Further essential background / detail on the proposal  NO 

Appendix B – Details of consultation carried out - internal and external NO 

Appendix C – Summary of any engagement with scrutiny NO 

Appendix D – Risk assessment  NO 

Appendix E – Equalities screening / impact assessment of proposal  YES 

Appendix F – Eco-impact screening/ impact assessment of proposal    NO 

Appendix G – Financial Advice  NO 

Appendix H – Legal Advice  NO 

Appendix I – Exempt Information  No 

https://bristolcouncil.sharepoint.com/sites/Corporate/SitePages/eco-impact-assessments.aspx
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Appendix J – HR advice NO 

Appendix K – ICT  NO 

Appendix L – Procurement   NO 

 


