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Somerset News

Like the vegetable after which it’s named, the Watchet-based
Onion Collective (OC) has a habit of making some taxpayers’
eyes water. Its ability to win huge sums of public money
provokes admiration from many; others are concerned about
how the grants are then spent.
Somerset West & Taunton Council (SW&T) is to ask the five
female directors of the eight-year-old company to meet its
scrutiny committee, in an attempt to seek assurances about
its financial viability. In the event of any shortfall, the council is
on the line to bail out the company’s flagship project, the £7
million redevelopment of Watchet’s East Quay.
The council’s predecessor, West Somerset District Council
(WSDC), agreed to put aside £1.5 million, a commitment
subsequently shouldered by SW&T. Scrutiny committee chair
Gwilym Wren acknowledged, “Certain councillors are pretty
peeved that the £1.5 million is still appearing in the budget. Some
worry that the OC is getting preferential treatment and I have
been asked if they could be invited to a future meeting.”
Concerns were expressed at the council’s budget-setting
meeting in February by several members, worried they might
have to bail out a commercial project when funding for core
services was tight. Cllr Loretta Whetlor, who represents
Watchet, said, “I am not happy for this money to be given to this
group. They already have loans to repay and from their accounts I
can’t see how they can do so.”
The OC also has a prominent supporter in Anthony
Trollope-Bellew, a member of SW&T and the last leader of
WSDC, which promised the capital loan. He told colleagues,
“The young ladies of the Onion Collective are brilliant at extracting
money from the most extraordinary places!”
Multi-layered project
Certainly, the company has attracted money to Watchet,
including £7 million to redevelop its East Quay. Due to open
in July this year, the OC says the new development will
operate year-round as “An art gallery, handmade paper mill,
creative education space, print studio, place to eat, tourist
accommodation pods and geology workshop.”
The project is funded largely by the taxpayer, who has
contributed £5 million via the Coastal Communities Fund
(CCF). In 2018 the fund provided over £50 million for almost
50 projects nationwide. The aim: to “help coastal communities
flourish and strengthen their appeal as places to live, work and
visit.”
Construction started in late-2019, then halted during the first
COVID lockdown but is again underway – and attracting
criticism. The West Somerset Free Press (WSFP) noted
comments in February that “The structure looks like Legoland
and is a complete waste of money.” The paper reported, “Earlier
this week exchanges became so heated that one social media
platform ended the discussion after participants began to swear
and threaten each other.”
In response to mounting criticism, OC director Georgie
Grant told the WSFP, “We totally understand that the
architecture is bold and that means mixed reactions from local
people but we hope everyone will enjoy all the opportunities and
activities that happen inside the building.”
The construction work is upsetting
Watchet boat owners, who are having
difficulty accessing the seafront car park.
Jonathan Pardoe posted on a local Facebook
page, “The Onion and the boat owner is like
putting diesel and petrol into your car at the
same time. They don’t mix.” He added, “The
East Quay will be a painful thorn

 in the marina’s side.”
Grant told The Leveller®, “Unfortunately these kind of
improvement works do come with some inconvenience but we are
working hard to keep this to a minimum and allow access
wherever possible.”
The OC’s stated objectives are “To carry out activities which
benefit local organisations, communities and economies.”
However, concern is expressed locally about just who really
benefits. In their most recent accounts, the directors
announced they pay themselves £35k per annum, a sum they
describe as “just below the UK average salary”. Critics note,
however, that it is far in excess of the average salary in West
Somerset, reported recently by the House of Commons
library to be £27.7k.
Responding, director Jessica Prendergast said, “Our salary
levels are set at an appropriate level for the seniority and
responsibility of the work that we do but also mindful of the
prevailing economy here. They are considerably lower than would
be the norm for senior management in an organisation such as
ours.”
Accounting glitch
The OC’s most recent accounts, for the year ended
December 2019, show the company turned over around
£410,000, with a surplus of £8,600. The OC expects its 2020
accounts, currently being prepared, “to show a turnover of
around £470,000 and a surplus of around £20,000.” The firm
acknowledges that “The most substantial cost to the business is
in staffing costs. In 2019, for example, salary costs amounted to
more than £220,000 in total, rising to around £297,000 in 2020
as we employed more staff.”
The 2019 accounts were delivered to Companies House on
20 January, almost a month beyond the deadline, in breach of
company law and triggering a fine. Asked why accounts which
had been signed off last August were not delivered until five
months later, Prendergast blamed “an oversight on the part of
our accountants.” Accountants Francis Clark accepted the
delay was the result of “a clerical error”. They are understood
to have reimbursed to the OC the fee it incurred for the
delayed reporting, which is a breach of company law.
Ahead of the – as yet unscheduled – scrutiny meeting,
Prendergast sought to reassure councillors and taxpayers.
“We continue to fundraise the final capital amount needed to
complete the build and consider it extremely unlikely that we will
ask to draw down any of the allowance. We anticipate requesting
the council remove the loan option from their books in the next
month or so.”
As to what motivates the OC, director Sally Lowndes says,
“This is all about social justice!” In a film promoting the
company the Onions express a commitment to
“environmental, social and cultural justice”. With justice so
important it was, perhaps, unfortunate that the video was
made for Razor, the YouTube channel of the Chinese state
broadcaster, China Global Television Network (CGTN). In
February, CGTN was banned from the UK after being found
guilty of broadcasting a false confession from a British citizen

detained in China. Prendergast
acknowledged, “It is unfortunate, in fact
more than this, upsetting and shocking, that
CGTN have been found to have been involved
in extracting false confessions. We do not feel
we can be held responsible for not knowing of
this at the time – we were simply responding
to a request from a news broadcaster to talk
about our work.”
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