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Dartington is a pioneering charity, nurturing ideas to 
address pressing problems. . 

This is Dartington’s mission. We are first and foremost 
a place of experimentation. A place where pioneering 
individuals from all walks of life and all parts of the 
world, can come to reflect on, and create, new ideas and 
initiatives.

Looking ahead we hope that there will be more places 
like Dartington. Places with the space and ability to 
inspire outstanding individuals; places with the freedom 
to take a longer term view not merely to focus on the 
here and now; places with a broad enough perspective 
to identify the interlinked challenges we face and 
seek new and exciting solutions; places that can think 
independently, unconstrained by the forces of the 
market or mantras of government; places that are ones of 
experiment. 

Dartington has always been a hot bed of practical 
experiment, understanding that what works within 
its boundaries can succeed elsewhere. It is what our 
founders, Dorothy and Leonard Elmhirst came here to do. 
Determined to find a base to trial their radical educational, 
social and rural vision, the Elmhirsts sought to bring an 
‘abundant life’ to this part of South Devon through what 
they called their ‘Dartington Experiment’. 

This pioneering ethos is the real legacy that the 
Elmhirsts left us. It is this that Dartington is committed 
to delivering today. But as the pressing problems have 
changes so, by necessity, has our focus. When the 
Elmhirsts created Dartington, their concerns were rural 
poverty, education, art and employment. Today we face 
different problems. 

Our focus is in three areas that we believe represent 
significant issues where Dartington can make a 
meaningful contribution - sustainability, social justice 
and the arts. We do this by developing and operating our 
own new initiatives as part of the charitable programmes, 
by supporting and hosting self-funded initiatives or by 
providing inspiration and a place of reflection for people at 
transformational points in their lives.  

Our focus on these areas is easy to justify. You cannot 
pick a paper today without reading about the effects 
of our unsustainable lifestyles. Be it climate change, 
resource depletion, diminishing bio-diversity, social 
inequity or imminent financial seizure, issues of
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modelling an abundant life



sustainability are now well understood and accepted 
by the majority. Indeed our work of the last 17 years, 
through Schumacher College, has been at the forefront 
of raising this awareness focusing on how we must take a 
new holistic approach that better balances environmental, 
social and economic need. The College continues to 
attract the foremost teachers and thinkers from around 
the world, looking more deeply into sustainability 
questions than any other institution of its kind. 

Today, however, the debate has, thankfully, moved on 
from ‘what is the problem’ to ‘what can we do about it’. 
In response to this new question, Dartington is planning 
to develop a new series of activities to help train and 
support people in leading more sustainable lives, be it in 
their home, in their community or in their business. We 
are exploring setting up a new Sustainability Academy 
to provide accredited courses to help professionals 
improve their sustainability practice. We are exploring 
ideas to develop virtual communities of interest, building 
on successes, such as the Transition Towns movement, 
to help like-minded people better share ideas and 
experiences of what works. We are also exploring using our 
expertise in evidence informed practice to help individuals 
better understand the facts of what works as opposed to 
impassioned assertions –perhaps leading to the creation 
of a ‘Which’ for sustainability solutions. 

At a time when indicators of social inequality, exclusion 
and disengagement show little signs of improving our 
work in social justice is ever more important and relevant. 
Our support of evidence-informed programmes to help 
close the gap between what is known and what is done 
is led by Research in Practice (RiP). For the past twelve 
years RiP has been focused on delivering better outcomes 
for children and families the length and breadth of the 
country by influencing policy and practice. To those of 
us lucky enough not to be facing a child being bullied 
at school, a youngster disengaged from education, a 
son spiraling into addiction or a daughter pregnant in 
her teens, the concept of ‘better outcomes’ may be a 
murky one. But for those on the front line and facing 
these challenges every day they represent the search for 
a consistent, evidence-informed approach to improving 
the health and well-being of all members of society. And 
where RiP focuses on children, Research in Practice for 
Adults (RiPfA) has, since 2005, extended the scope and

delivery of evidence-informed practice in the planning 
and delivery to adult social care services -improving the 
outcomes for service users and carers alike.

Dartington’s position as the leading site for research 
implementation and utilisation work around vulnerable 
children and adults in the UK has recently been 
recognised with RiP’s being a core partner in the new £12 
million government initiative, The Centre for Excellence 
and Outcomes in Children and Young People’s Services 
(C4EO). 

Whilst our existing work continues to flourish and grow, 
we have a new set of targets in our sights for our work in 
social justice. As society grows older, it is paradoxically 
more full of life than any previous generation with its 
skills an increasingly valuable resource. Unfortunately 
current approaches to housing for older people have a 
primarily care focus – over concentrating on a limited 
approach to providing cost effective care, frequently 
corralling people in uninspiring spaces and environments. 
We believe there must be better ways to support people 
as they get older and their care needs increase. We are 
exploring the development of a new care model that 
focuses on engaging with older people’s skills and wisdom 
to help them remain active members of society. Building 
from what was first pioneered in Europe, we are beginning 
to find here in the UK a model for care that champions 
engagement, which keeps people active, both 

mentally and physically, into later life, whilst reducing 
their care needs. The models are there and the evidence 
is compelling. At Dartington our idea for an Abundant Life 
‘retirement village’ will add additional value to what has 
already started – by creating homes and a community for 
people who want to be involved, who want to engage with 
our work in the arts or social justice or sustainability, who 
want to be closely involved with the vision unfolding here 
and belong to a community based on shared interests 
and shared connections. 

Similarly the issue of housing is universal. Here in 
South Devon the challenges of getting a foothold on the 
housing ladder are stark. Only in the City of Westminster 
is the gap between average house price and average 
income greater than it is on our doorstep. The scale of 
the problem may be daunting but can not be shied away 
from. Dartington has the land, the ambition and history in 
developing models in residential housing, so the tools 



sustainability with the arts
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are all here. A prospective site has been earmarked 
where architects and developers can trial their concepts.  
No bland boxes offering a tokenistic nod to sustainability 
and good design. The concepts will be living, breathing 
trials, a demonstration site for sustainable architecture 
and buildings, raising people’s aspirations of what is 
possible. Affordable to all without compromising the 
aesthetic of contemporary design, we will invite architects 
from around the world to trace William Lescaze’s and 
Walter Gropius’s steps to Dartington and offer a 21st 
century rendering of his original ideals.

Sustainable new build is an achievable goal, the 
technologies are freely available. So whilst we strive to 
find new solutions we are looking to put our own houses 
in order with equal vigour. As we move towards our goal 
of a ‘one planet’ estate, Dartington is out-performing 
international benchmarks for listed buildings, with a 7% 
increase in energy efficiency and 12% reduction in our 
carbon footprint across the estate. We will not be stopping 
there. We are scrutinising wood gasification to provide 
combined heat and power, wood chip boilers, 

innovations in solar roofing and coal substitutes as 
new and developing technologies to service our 42 listed 
buildings whilst installing energy efficient lighting and 
improved insulation across our estate. And as we test the 

years. An irreplaceable event, unique to Dartington, 
where young and old, professional or eager amateur, 
come to learn together, create together and share in the 
transformational nature of this place. [Requires note on 
how plan to expand – check with Peter]

But, here too, the individual experience is no longer 
enough, we need to see that our work has an impact. The 
days where an artist could exist in splendid isolation are 
rightly long gone. Artists need to be trained to develop 
beyond the merely the creative act. Their business skills 
need to match the creative if their work to have true 
impact. This is where Dartington can and will stand out.

The Arts Park that will be focused on the centre of the 
estate will provide that framework. Part incubator, part 
rehearsal space, part learning engine, it will provide the 

framework for a seamless move from aspiration and 
education into a sustainable career within the creative 
industries. Creative clusters exist elsewhere, the idea 
has been trialed, the impact assessed, but nowhere 
else do they sit within a rural location brimming with 
such a history and sense of creation and those rarest of 
commodities the time and space to develop new work.

This vision will be firmly rooted in the process of 
creation with multiple opportunities for young artists to 
engage with professionals in the act of making. With the 
pressure to perform, to produce, to fill seats, the time, 

fabric of our buildings we will share energy efficiency 
with out staff. They will feel the advantages of ‘Love 
Carbon’ at home in their pocket, advantages that will 
benefit us all at work.

This thread of active, not passive engagement will be 
woven through our future work in the arts. Dartington 
sees the arts as an intrinsic part of human nature that 
needs to be nurtured. An awareness of, and engagement 
with, the arts is an intrinsic part of an ‘abundant life’. 
Society is richer and more civilized, and creativity 
helps stimulate new approaches to addressing pressing 
problems. Too often people listen to music, go to a 
theatre or catch a show. That is not Dartington’s way. We 
appreciate that people are the heart of the creative act, 
that they need the space to create, the opportunity to 
pick up that instrument, paint brush or pen, the space 
and time to write that score or to sculpt that prose. 
This is not new; it has been the driving ethos behind 
Dartington International Summer School for over 60 

the space and environment to develop and test new 
pieces are becoming an increasingly rare and valuable 
resource. Dartington is that special place. A location where 
companies big and small, local, national or international 
can take a moment away and produce the new work that 
we all crave. 

This desire to change the face of arts in the 21st century, 
to follow in the footsteps of Checkov, Joos, Laban, will 
not be limited to the Arts Park. The socialising effect 
of the arts is as relevant to modern society as it has 
ever been. Artists have always played a critical role in 
shaping how we see our lives both individually and in 
their social and political context. With our international 
partners in the Transatlantic Arts Consortium we will 
align our programmes to respond to artists’ needs, with 
a residential production centre for emerging artists 
introducing them to new practice, new networks and a 



the arts with social justice
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new entrepreneurial focus both at home and with a 
range of likeminded creative communities around the 
world. [Is this paragraph necessary? – check with Peter]

All of this work would not be possible without the 
support of our commercial activities. These activities 
provide not just employment but the financial support 
that underpins our programmes and enables us to take 
longer term perspectives on more risky ventures. As a 
social enterprise, 100% of whose profits are reinvested in 
Dartington’s charitable activities, the Cider Press Centre, a 
unique visitor attraction offering 15 high 

quality shops and restaurants, and the Totnes Bookshop 
provide a unique retail experience. Dartington Hall with 
its flourishing conferencing and leisure breaks business 
provides the hospitality to eat, drink, sleep and think 
at Dartington and our property company manages and 
maintains our magical estate and buildings. But not 
mere supporting service, each has its own aspiration 
to weave Dartington’s mission into their businesses. 
The recommissioning of the Lower Tweed Mill by the 
Dartington Trading Company has breathed life back into 
this iconic building and will house their new ecommerce 
business whilst generating power from the waterwheel 
originally installed to drive the looms. Dartington Hall 
continues to remodel its business, reducing its carbon 
footprint and sourcing more from our own estate and 
our neighbours. Not merely content with maintaining 
this place of inspiration, Dartington Property Limited 
are shaping our future. Working ten years out, they are 
developing an integrated vision for our 1200 acres that 
will sustain our work over the decades to come.

In ten years time, we hope that there will be more places 
like this. More places where the arts and sustainability 
spark to provide the soul, spirituality, beauty for a new 
design aesthetic for sustainable living. [Example:  Waste 
= Renewal/regeneration/nourishment/nurturing. 
Architecture as systems not merely as buildings putting 
nourishment back into the earth (William McDonough’s 
book Cradle to Cradle) Design of products that do the 
same. Art provides the soul, spirituality, beauty, for a new 
set of values for sustainable living]  More places where 
sustainability and social justice meet to help make people 
make the right decisions about how to live sustainable 
lives.[Theme: Empowering people. Helping people to 

Art for marginalised people. Art as transformational, 
uplifting, empowering people who are physically and/
or mentally challenged and/or the poor. A social justice 
conference for the 21st century. The Arts takes the 
foreground informing Social Justice].  More places with 
the freedom to experiment. More places whose overriding 
purpose, driving ethos and founding principle is the search 
for an ‘abundant life’. More places like Dartington.  

Now and in the future, the pioneering ethos of Dorothy 
and Leonard Elmhirst remains at the heart of our mission. 
The world may have changed, the challenges society 
faces different but our vision of an abundant life remains 
relevant. The spirit they embedded in this special place, as 
vibrant and alive today as it has ever been. Our ability to 
look at problems in the long term, with an independence 
of thought and broadness of perspective, will forever be 
unique to Dartington.

make the right decisions about how to live a sustainable 
life. (A sort of WHICH report). Working towards making 
sustainability more scientific, more measurable. Social 
Justice takes the foreground informing sustainability] 
More places where social justice and the arts combine, 
transforming, uplifting and empowering people 
marginalised in society. [Theme: Craft renaissance/



social justice with sustainability

Il
lu

st
ra

te
d 

by
 C

ia
ra

n 
M

cF
ad

de
n



T: 01803 847000
F: 01803 847007
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