
A brief report following the visit to view the Anaerobic Digestion plant at Boxford (Suffolk)
Fruit Farm/Coppella Fruit Juices

The visit was arranged by Robert Strathern at the request of WPC.

In attendance were 2 councillors from Wormingford (M Collins/P Bentley), 2 councillors from 
Mount Bures, (Hillary Bufton/Tony Evans) 1 councillor from Fordham (Colin Birch) and 1 
councillor from West Bergholt (John Gili-Ross). Robert Strathern and Tim Came, the Commercial 
Director from Fairfields Farms, were also in attendance.

The AD plant is owned and operated by Boxford (Suffolk) Farms who use a combination of fruit 
waste generated by Coppella and maize which is grown specifically to fuel the biogas generator. 
The gas produced by the generator is used to produce electricity which is sold back into the national
grid and heat which is to dry wood used on the fruit farm (not clear how and why this is done). The 
waste dry-digestate is removed from the generator and is used for composting the fruit trees.

The visit was very useful as the major parts of the installation are similar in size and design to those 
being proposed at Fairfields. The plant has only been operating since last year and is not yet at full 
output. You will see from the attached photographs that the landscaping has not yet been carried 
out, it was placed on hold over the winter period but we were informed this will be completed later 
this year.

The Digester plant and outputs:

The digester tanks are shown above, these are of a similar size to those proposed at Fairfields Farm. 
The chimney to the right of the picture is the emergency flare off to reduce gas pressure should the 
other safeguards fail. The combined heat and power generator cabinet immediately behind the gas 
flare system is where the methane gas is used to generate electricity. The metal structure to the left 
of the front tank is the hopper where all the materials for digestion are fed into the system and on 
the very far left you can see the front of the sealed clamp of materials which are not being used at 
the moment. The two large flexible pipes supply heat to the wood drying cabinet – this would not 
form part of the Fairfields Farm proposal.



The Storage Clamps:

This picture shows one of the open clamps where maize is stored prior to being fed to the digester. 
There are three clamps in this installation, the middle one being used as a general storage area until 
required for maize storage. The clamp bases are laid in tarmac as there would be a chemical 
reaction with the stored cereal and the base if concrete was used. There is also a sophisticated 
drainage system whereby rainwater from empty clamps is fed into surface water drains but 
contaminated water from clamps being used for storage is fed into the digester. There is a good 
view of the feeding hopper in this photograph.

Observations made by Peter Bentley:

1.I was surprised by the lack of odour at the clamp face. The maize has been stored in such a 
manner as to exclude air and moisture in order to limit any chemical reaction prior to the maize 
being fed into the digester. I had expected an odour similar to that generated by silage storage but 
the only smell I detected other than nearby stored fruit juice was a slightly sweet, cereal odour 
which was not noticeable at all a short distance away. I now feel a more relaxed about the 5 clamps 
proposed by Fairfields Farm, two of which are likely to be open at any time mixing inputs of maize,
rye and grass silage.
2.I did raise the point about accepting food wastes from local waste handlers for digestion. It is 
clear that this process in the Fairfields/Coppella context is not seen as waste handling but as energy 
generation using in the main, purpose grown inputs. The thought of introducing waste foodstuffs 
onto sites manufacturing food for human consumption was dismissed as it would bring 
unacceptable risks into the process.
3.The tanks are large, therefore it will be important that Fairfields Farm do their upmost to conceal 
them. At Boxford concealment is partly achieved the geography. The tanks have also been lowered 
further by sinking them partly into the ground. If you require more information regarding the size of
tanks proposed at Fairfields Farm there is an appendix in the planning application which shows the 
digester tanks superimposed on photographs taken from many locations surrounding the proposed 
installation.



4.Building logistics were an issue at Boxford and time was spent with all the neighbouring parish 
councils to devise a schedule that allowed materials to be supplied along acceptable routes and 
within pre-agreed timeslots. The biggest issue was the pouring of the concrete for the actual tanks, 
the walls of which are made entirely of concrete which are then insulated and clad with other 
materials. Special arrangements were made on two days when up to 130 deliveries of pre-mixed 
concrete were made. It will be important to ensure that the parishes concerned will have a similar 
input to minimise disruption.

PB

Observations made by Mick Collins:

Peter has provided an in-depth, accurate and balanced report on the site visit.

We were escorted around the site by 2 Directors of Boxford (Suffolk ) Farms, Robert England, the 
Farms Director, and Iain Clarke the Group Financial Director.

http://www.hadleighcommunitynews.co.uk/content_hcn/villages.aspx

Unlike the Fairfields Farm “BtG” application which seeks to provide Bio-Methane into the National
Grid the operation at Copella/Boxford Farms is a “CHP” operation to produce bio-gas which is used
to create power on-site.

Like Peter I was surprised at the lack of odour from the operation. Apart from the faint smell of 
apples, which you’re always going to get being 200m downwind from a fruit juice bottling plant, 
there really wasn’t much which would tell you that there was a Bio-Digester plant there.

Bearing in mind that development of the site only started last March and was completed in 
November there is a lot of landscaping to be done in order to pretty the site up. After speaking with 
Robert I understand that there is a plan in place, both short and long term, to sympathetically 
landscape and plant around the site. This plan has been agreed with local residents and councils.

As Peter mentioned, the actual tanks are big but are in keeping with the light industrial setting of the
farm and processing plant. Rather than simply leaving the concrete tanks on display in their original
Battleship Grey pains have been taken to provide a green aluminium skin,chosen to fit in with the 
environs. It was explained that the colour of the skin could be tailored to suit individual needs, 
green to fit in with surrounding countryside or light grey/blue if the tanks were against the skyline.

Rather than looking at the bio-digester as a new start-up enterprise I think it would make 
more sense to view the plant as a logical continuation and addition to the existing operations 
and resource management of a farm.

As Peter has pointed out already the Copella Bio-Digester takes the majority of its feed-stock from 
the apple pulp left over from the bottling plant. Up until now this was either used as fertiliser or sold
off cheaply for livestock feed. Whilst some additional maize is required to provide the most ideal 
environment for the bacteria in the tanks to breakdown the feed-stock this is sourced entirely from 
local farms within a 5 mile radius.

With the bio-digester in operation the farm now has a 360degree re-cycling operation. The fruit 
trees produce the crop for the bottling plant, the plant produces the feed-stock for the bio-digester, 
the bio-digester produces both the electricity to power the plant and the fertiliser to put back on the 
farm to feed the trees. As Peter has already pointed out the heat from system is also used to dry 

http://www.hadleighcommunitynews.co.uk/content_hcn/villages.aspx


wood produced by the farm. My understanding is that the dry wood is then sold on for domestic use
creating additional profit for the Farm.

Five years ago there were some 90 similar bio-digester plants in the UK. Today there are some 180. 
I believe that this number will grow significantly over the next decade as Industry, Agriculture and 
Communities seek to create cheap, sustainable and “green” energy. 

This is a good link http://www.biogas-info.co.uk/ad-map.html

Other sites locally include the Halstead Renewable Power Project (Community (CHP)) which was 
commissioned in 2014 to recycle some 45,000 tonnes per annum for heat and power from 
commercial, agricultural and food waste. 

It is important to highlight that neither the Copella nor Fairfields Farm operations seek to use any 
feedstock other than specifically grown maize and the unadulterated by-products of their existing 
operations, namely apple and potatoes. 

It is also important to point out that the Boxford operation has only managed to move along so 
quickly by the management team taking great steps to include and involve the surrounding 
communities at ALL steps of the planning, design, construction and operation processes. They have
gone out of their way to be good neighbours.

MC
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