Europe’s largest low-carbon greenhouse in Essex to slash UK tomato imports and cut emissions
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A significant step towards a more sustainable future in food production is set to unfold in Essex, where plans have been submitted for a 40-hectare low-carbon greenhouse complex, poised to become Europe’s largest of its kind. This innovative facility is designed to harness energy from incinerated household waste, aiming to produce around 30,000 tonnes of tomatoes annually—approximately 6% of the UK’s tomato supply—while potentially reshoring nearly 8% of the nation’s imports from countries such as Spain and Morocco. Scheduled to break ground in 2026, with the first planting anticipated between April and June 2027, this venture could also inject £300 million into the local economy and create over 400 full-time jobs.
The greenhouse, located at the Rivenhall site near Braintree, will utilise heat, power, and carbon dioxide sourced from a neighbouring energy-from-waste facility operated by Indaver. Gareth Jones, a representative from Indaver, described the waste-to-energy process as pivotal, stating, “The boiler produces steam, and some of that steam we’ll divert to our new heat exchanger to create hot water for the greenhouses.” This approach is not just economically beneficial; it is expected to reduce carbon emissions by 20% compared to traditional landfill practices, thereby contributing to the UK’s broader climate goals.
The Rivenhall facility exemplifies a strategic rethink of the UK’s heavily import-dependent tomato supply chain, which has raised environmental concerns due to associated transport emissions and the ecological toll of industrial farming in water-scarce regions. Ed Moorhouse, the project director, highlighted the urgency of this initiative, stating, “Water scarcity and extreme temperatures in regions like North Africa and southern Spain highlight the unsustainable nature of our current supply model.” In doing so, this development aims to mitigate not only the environmental footprint but also the soaring food prices associated with reliance on foreign produce.
Despite its promise, the project faces potential regulatory hurdles, particularly regarding the UK’s biodiversity net gain policy, which necessitates positive outcomes for nature in new developments. Martin Emmett, chair of the NFU’s Horticulture and Potatoes Board, expressed concerns that regulations might not fully account for the unique sustainability opportunities within horticulture, warning that innovative projects like Rivenhall could be impeded by inflexible policies. 
This development arrives at a crucial time when the UK is striving to enhance its food security amidst increasing climate unpredictability and market volatility. The integration of advanced agricultural practices with waste management not only supports local economies but also establishes a model of circular economy that could influence future horticultural strategies on a national scale. Specifically, the Rivenhall project is hailed as a “template” for Essex County Council and Braintree District Council’s climate change strategies, potentially setting new benchmarks for agricultural sustainability. 
As public consultations surrounding the planning application unfold, stakeholders are engaging with local communities to address concerns while underscoring the project's potential benefits. The juxtaposition of environmental innovation and regulatory frameworks will likely shape the discourse surrounding future agricultural developments in the UK, positioning Rivenhall as a critical case study.
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