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  WHY GET AN ALLOTMENT?




  ‘Why get an allotment?’ may seem a strange question to ask in a book about allotments; after all, you must at least be thinking of getting one to be reading this.

  Yet all the rewards that allotments can offer may not be apparent at first.




  I’ve been growing fruit and vegetables for 30 years now and on an allotment for the last six. What took me by surprise was the difference between allotment growing and just growing at home

  in the back garden.




  The general view of allotments is that they are just a patch of land where people grow vegetables and that’s about it, but that is a very narrow and somewhat outdated view.




  Since the Second World War, land and property prices have increased hugely in real terms, despite the odd blip. Builders have crammed more and more houses into less and less land so that the

  modern house has a garden that is hardly bigger than a patio. And don’t forget the increase in flats and maisonettes with no garden at all. For those people, the allotment provides their only

  real opportunity to grow anything outside of a pot.




  Even if you’re fortunate enough to have a reasonable sized garden, the demands on it to be a children’s play area or a decorative addition to the house rarely leave room to grow any

  serious quantities of vegetables and fruit. So the allotment steps in and provides that room.




  If you do have a large garden, there are other benefits of an allotment that are not to be ignored. Because your plot will be on a site with other people

  interested in growing their own, you have a source of advice on hand. Books are helpful, but the opinion of an experienced grower on the same site can often get you to the solution faster.




  Allotments provide green spaces in the city and that’s a precious resource in itself. It is quite amazing how you can feel miles away from the pressure of city traffic and being overlooked

  by simply walking onto the oasis the allotment site is. Many a fine summer evening I’ve just sat and watched the sun sink behind the boundary trees, feeling as if I’m a million miles

  away from any cares. That to me is priceless.




  Allotments help the ecology by providing some green space in the concrete jungle, increasing bio-diversity. I’ve seen frogs and toads, newts and lizards, and even the most beautiful grass

  snake basking in the leafmould.




  There is formal evidence that allotments are good for your mental health as well as your physical health. Obviously caring for your plot gets you out into the fresh air and provides exercise.

  Clearing and digging is just as good for you as running on a treadmill in a gym. It is productive and much more fun, as well as costing an awful lot less.




  We live isolated lives nowadays. People move for a job to different areas of the country and hardly have time to speak to their immediate neighbour, let alone become part of a community. The

  allotment provides that vital contact and interaction we so need for our mental well being. Talking with workmates, where we are always on our guard in case the boss finds out what we really think,

  is not the same.




  Often we don’t meet many people outside of our small group of family and friends but allotment holders are a diverse bunch. On our small site you can find a retired consultant surgeon

  chatting with a builder’s labourer, and a bank manager being advised on growing by a car mechanic. You couldn’t find a more different group of people but they all share a love of their

  plot.




  This opportunity to see how others live and to develop a real community is often ignored but it is important both to the individual and to repairing our fractured

  society.




  One great development on allotments nowadays that would not have been much seen 30 years ago is the number of women and children enjoying the allotment. The image of the typical allotment holder

  is no longer a retired man in a flat cap, but on many sites it is more likely to be a young woman. The allotment community has developed so much recently that some of the children I know pester

  their parents to come down to the plot to meet their pals.




  You may wonder why people bother ‘growing their own’; after all, vegetables aren’t too expensive and you can buy anything you want at any time of year in your local

  supermarket. However, those fruits and vegetables in the supermarket, strawberries at Christmas and tomatoes in January, have often been shipped around the world at huge cost in ‘food

  miles’. It’s obviously far better for the environment to eat locally produced food when you can and you don’t get more local than an allotment.




  Despite having vegetables available out of the home season, the supermarkets offer quite a narrow range. For example, you may find three or four types of potato but I have the choice of 400

  types I can grow. When we plan a meal, we don’t just have potatoes with it; we may have Valor or Arran Pilot or Anya. We don’t have tomatoes; we have Green Zebra or Ailsa Craig or

  Sungold.




  The taste of home grown is incomparable. If you have not tasted a pea picked, podded and eaten in one motion on the plot you are in for a wonderful surprise.




  Allotments do cost money. As well as renting your plot, you have the cost of seeds, fertilizers and so forth but you will still save money. Exactly how much will depend on your circumstances and

  how much you would have spent on fruit and vegetables. My best estimate is that in 2009 a family of four would save about £1,500 a year, assuming they prefer

  their food without pesticide residues and eat organically.




  Of course, that calculation does not include your labour but at least you’re not spending the equivalent of one year’s allotment rent on one month’s gym membership.




  On the subject of organic growing, to me the mystery is how commercial organic growers manage to supply the market at the price they do. Modern farming has concentrated on reducing labour costs

  with increased mechanization and it is certainly far cheaper just to spray a crop of cabbages rather than pick off caterpillars by hand. I would not qualify as an organic grower, as I do believe

  there are times where the use of weedkillers and chemical fertilizers makes sense. However, organic growing on an allotment scale is far easier than on a farming scale due to the diversity of crops

  in an area. Industrial scale farming does encourage pests to develop to biblical proportions.




  You may not be 100 per cent organic but you can grow in the certain knowledge that your vegetables are free of invisible, tasteless but poisonous pesticide residues by simply not using any.
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  A BRIEF HISTORY


  OF ALLOTMENTS




  Although this book is aimed at helping you to grow produce on an allotment, you might be interested in a little of the history of the allotment which can be said to go back

  over a thousand years to when the Saxons would clear a field from woodland which would be held in common. Following the Norman Conquest, land ownership became more concentrated in the hands of the

  manorial lords, monasteries and church. The Reformation in the 1540s confiscated much of the church lands but they were transferred via the crown to the lords.




  In the late 1500s under Elizabeth I common lands used by the poor for growing food and keeping animals began to be enclosed, dispossessing them. In compensation, allotments of land were attached

  to tenant cottages. This is the first mention of allotments, although not quite as we know them today.




  By the 1790s the population of Britain had grown, the industrial revolution was changing society and the people were moving from agricultural jobs in a rural economy to the towns with their

  ‘Dark Satanic Mills’. Unfortunately, this made the poor purely dependant on buying food and without the benefits of a social security system. The poor could literally starve for lack of

  money to buy food or the land on which to grow their own food.




  By the nineteenth century the pace of change had increased and the General Enclosure Acts of 1836 and 1840 made it possible for landowners to enclose land without reference to Parliament as long

  as a majority of them (in value and number) agreed to do so.




  The General Enclosure Act of 1845 and later amendments attempted to provide better protection for the interests of small proprietors and the public. This was

  enacted in no small part due to fear of civil unrest and revolt, and provided for land to be set aside for allotment use.




  The act required that the commissioners should make provision for the landless poor in the form of ‘field gardens’ limited to a quarter of an acre. This was really the beginning of

  the allotments we have today in Britain.




  However, the act actually failed to provide much land for the use of the poor. Of the 615,000 acres enclosed only around 2,200 acres finally became allotments.




  By the second half of the nineteenth century, the urban allotment development began to emerge, as evidenced by the ‘guinea gardens’ brought into use on the outskirts of Birmingham.

  These, however, gradually disappeared as the outward spread of the city led to them being closed and the land used for building purposes.




  The Allotments and Cottage Gardens Compensation for Crops Act 1887 obliged local authorities to provide allotments if there was a demand for them. The local authorities resisted complying with

  the act, and revision was required to strengthen it. An echo of the situation today!




  The Smallholding and Allotment Act 1907 imposed responsibilities on parish, urban district and borough councils to provide allotments, and further legislation in 1908 consolidated previous acts

  and resolved various anomalies.




  To the Victorians, allotments were a productive use of time, keeping the poor away from the evils of the demon drink and providing wholesome food for a workforce housed in tenements and high

  density terraced housing without gardens to speak of. How much of this was charity and how much self-interest is hard to judge, a well fed workforce being more

  productive.




  The Great War of 1914–18 found Britain suffering food shortages as a result of German blockades and for those left behind growing their own food became a priority, which in turn increased

  the need and demand for allotments.




  One source of land suitable for allotments but not large enough for general agricultural use was the land owned by railway companies. These parcels of land were often allotted to the railway

  workers and this is the reason that you will often see allotments by railway lines to this day.




  Following the Great War and the end of the food shortages, there was a decrease in demand for allotments and this, combined with increased need for building land for housing, reduced the number

  of allotments over the next 20 years.




  The Second World War arrived and once again Britain was blockaded and food shortages became the norm. The pressure was far greater than in the First World War due to the U boat campaigns in the

  Atlantic; and what shipping did get through was better employed bringing war material than foods that could be produced at home.




  Such was the demand that even public parks were pressed into use for food production. The famous ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign exhorted and educated the public to produce their own food

  and save vital shipping space.




  This was the peak for allotments and by the end of the war Britain had an estimated 1.4 million plots under cultivation. The contribution of the allotments and ‘Dig for Victory’

  campaign should not be underestimated. Agricultural production is generally more efficient in terms of labour but not in terms of land usage. Those allotments and home growers were estimated to be

  producing 1.3 million tonnes of food annually.




  Immediately after the Second World War the demand for allotments began to fall. Public parks became leisure gardens once more and, of course, there was huge pressure on housing stocks so suitable land was at a premium. This is despite the fact that rationing of some foods continued right through to 1954.




  The result of demands for more and more building land saw the re-establishment of the Allotments Advisory Body which in 1949 recommended a scale of provision of 4 acres per 1,000 head of

  population. This, in turn, led to the passing of the Allotment Act of 1950.




  Even so, there was a sharp decline in allotment provision to around 500,000 by the beginning of the 1970s. The decline continued during the 1970s but at a much slower rate. During the 1970s

  there was a huge upsurge in interest in self-sufficiency and home food production epitomized by the television series The Good Life which ran from 1975 to 1978.




  By the 1980s the mood of the country had changed. The ‘good life’ was now to be found in the City, and the rate of decline again increased, encouraged by the continuing rise in land

  and housing costs, which created an incentive to hard-pressed local authorities to sell allotment land for high prices to housing developers.




  By 1996, according to a House of Commons report, there were around 297,000 plots available and, although definite figures do not appear available, since then the rate of decline appears to have

  decreased whilst at the same time there has again been an upsurge of interest in growing food crops.




  Concerns about the genetic modification of foodstuffs, chemical pollution and contamination of our food, and the desire for the ultimate in freshness have seen empty plots filled and waiting

  lists appear for sites that previously had high vacancy rates.




  It is possible that this increase in demand, combined with a willingness to demand provision of allotments as allowed for under statute, will see numbers rise from present levels.
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  HOW TO FIND AND CHOOSE AN ALLOTMENT




  We were lucky when we moved house; the first thing I noticed was an allotment site a hundred yards away around the corner. It’s surprising how well hidden many allotment

  sites are though, so you might have to do a little detective work to find one.




  Your first port of call should be your local council. They will manage allotments in their area and will know of privately run allotments outside of their control.




  Sometimes the council receptionist may be unsure who handles allotments. If you try Parks, Recreation, or Leisure Services you should find someone who knows. Another good source of information

  is your local library.




  Once you have tracked down the local sites, it’s well worth visiting first to check out the facilities on offer, such as an on-site shop, parking, toilets and running water. Have a chat

  with any plotholders you meet to discover what it’s really like there. Unfortunately, some sites suffer from vandalism and it’s worth finding out what the risk is like in advance. The

  other big benefit of chatting to a few plotholders is that you will learn which plots grow well. Some plots always seem to get flooded, others are really fertile. Useful information!




  If there is a waiting list, as there is with many allotment sites, have a chat with the site manager or representative. If he or she knows that you are keen and

  will make something of your plot, it’s surprising how quickly a site can come vacant. Sadly many people take on a plot only to find it is more work than they expected and leave an overgrown

  mess behind them when they give up. It does no harm to let the site manager know that you appreciate what is involved.




  Allotments are, by and large, fairly traditional places. Telling the site manager you want to make friends with your weeds or you intend to plant by the phase of the moon may not help your

  cause.




  You might consider seeing if there is someone on the site who is struggling, perhaps getting older and finding it hard to keep things in order. Offer to share and help. You benefit from advice

  and the older plotholder from younger muscles. Do be diplomatic: it’s better to ask them to help you by teaching than imply that they are not as fit as they once were.




  Official waiting lists may well contain a number of people ahead of you who have already found a plot or were not serious and have lost interest. If the site manager is on your side, then

  you’ll often find one comes free faster than expected.




  Not all sites in an area may be full. If your nearest site has a waiting list, ask about others in the area. There may well be a reason that a site has vacancies, perhaps vandalism has been a

  problem. Nevertheless, if you get onto a site, then you can start improving things. I’ve seen near derelict sites turned around in a year by new blood, willing to put in a bit more and do

  something for the community rather than just moan and give up.




  Local horticultural societies are a good source of information. Try the library and check the local papers for information about when they meet. Often allotment holders will be members and

  you’ll get to know that a plot is about to come free or someone is finding it hard going and would like to share.




  If there are no allotments available in your area and the waiting list is such that you need to put your name down at birth to stand a chance, then all is not

  lost. In response to a petition the Government recently stated:




  ‘The provision of allotments is the responsibility of local authorities. Under existing legislation (the Smallholdings and Allotments Act 1908) there is a duty on local authorities (except

  for inner London boroughs) to provide allotments where they perceive a demand for them in their area. If an allotment authority is of the opinion that there is a demand for allotments in its area,

  it is required, under Section 23 of the Small Holdings and Allotments Act 1908, to provide a sufficient number of allotments and to let them to persons residing in its area who want them.




  ‘Written representations may be made to the local authority on the need for allotments by any 6 resident registered electors or persons liable to pay council tax, and the local authority

  must take those representations into account (section 23(2) of the Small Holdings and Allotments Act 1908). The Council must assess whether there is a demand for allotments in their area. If the

  Council then decides that there is a demand for them, they have a statutory duty to provide a sufficient number of plots. In terms of the duty to provide under section 23 of the Small Holdings and

  Allotments Act 1908 there is no time limit for provision once it has been established that there is a demand.




  ‘Furthermore, statutory allotments are protected via Section 8 of the Allotments Act 1925 which requires that local authorities seek the Secretary of State’s consent for disposal or

  appropriation to another use. Consent cannot be given unless the Secretary of State is satisfied that certain criteria are met. Clarified criteria were issued to local authorities in February

  2002.’




  The phrase ‘there is no time limit for provision’ is very telling. What this means in practice is that even if your local authority admits there is a demand, they can take their own

  time, perhaps many years, in providing allotments.




  You can get your council to make allotments more of a priority if you’re willing to get a bit political. You can get the address of your local councillors,

  often off the web, and write to each one about the problem. Even if you send them all the same letter, make sure it’s personally addressed and legible. Mailmerge is a wonderful tool!




  Get the local press involved – nothing moves politicians more than the press. If the politicians think they can get votes out of something, then they’ll help if they can. Make sure

  you have your arguments worked out before meeting the press. If you can get a photo of a group of would-be allotment holders outside the gates of a site – headline ‘Locked Out’

  – I guarantee the council will take notice.




  Councils have a duty to prioritize their spending and setting up an allotment site isn’t cheap. Democracy is about getting your view heard and making the allotment a priority. Ask

  questions such as, ‘How many people use the leisure centre and how much did it cost to set up and how much to run?’ Then you can put the argument that allotments offer their voters

  better value.




  It may take a while, but you will win if you keep pushing and then the real work and pleasure of growing your own begins.




  If you find a site with vacancies and you are lucky enough to have a choice of plot, then be aware that the site manager may well want to allocate you the tough one. It’s quite simple from

  his point of view: if you stay the course and work hard, his problem plot has been improved; and if you don’t stay the course, then maybe you will have half cleared it.




  Having said that, don’t worry too much about a weedy plot. Fertile soil grows weeds well and they’re easily cleared. If you can, avoid plots next to a boundary, especially one with

  over-hanging trees that will shade your crops from the top and steal water and nutrients below.




  If you take a spade with you when you pick your plot, you can always dig down a spit (the depth of a spade) or two and see how deeply cultivated the plot is. The

  subsoil is usually a lighter colour than the topsoil or you could hit a clay layer. The deeper your topsoil, the better your crops will grow. You may as well benefit from the hard work that has

  gone before you if you have the chance.




  

     

  




  4




  HOW MUCH TIME DOES AN ALLOTMENT TAKE?




  A lot of people underestimate the amount of time an allotment is likely to take them to cultivate. Obviously it will vary with the season and there will be times when inclement

  weather keeps you off the plot. Even if you are willing to dig with an umbrella in one hand and spade in the other, you can’t actually dig over well when the soil is wet and claggy.




  That aside, ‘How long do you spend on the plot?’ is a question I’m often asked but the answer isn’t quite so easy as it may seem at first. For a start, there is the time

  you just spend with fellow plotholders putting the world to rights. Some days you can spend a good hour or two just chatting and get nothing done that you planned. Nothing wrong with that;

  it’s a hobby not a job.




  To try and give some guidance though, I’ll assume you have a 10 rod plot; that’s 300 square yards or 252 square metres for those who accept decimal currency.




  In the dark winter months of December, January and February you don’t need to spend a lot of time on the plot. Apart from possibly catching up on digging that should have already been

  done, harvesting a few leeks and Brussels sprouts and perhaps spreading some compost and manure, there’s nothing much to do unless it’s really mild and the weeds are growing. If you pop down for half a day twice a month that will be sufficient.




  March and April are when things start to take off for the season. You’ll be sowing and planting, hoeing the weeds down and so forth. In these months the equivalent of three or four days is

  probably needed. It depends to some extent how you handle it. In the Government’s excellent advice for the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign it stated, ‘But once weather and soil

  are right, we should take time by the forelock and get on with the job – not leaving everything to the week-end, if we can help it, but seizing any opportunity of an evening – when

  it’s fine – to put in a little time on essential work on the plot. Little and often will help us along far better than crowding a lot into the week-end that may turn out wet.’

  This advice is just as true today. There’s always something to do on an allotment and if you get a couple of hours in of an evening, then your plans will not be in ruins if the weekend turns

  out to be awful.




  May, June and July will find you running to stay still. The weeds are growing, so a lot of time is taken just keeping on top of them. Sowing, planting and cultivation are at their peak and yet

  just an hour or two a day would be sufficient. That is every day, of course, and it’s bound to pour with rain on one or two days. If you plan on one full day each weekend and a few evenings,

  you will be OK.




  August is a little quieter, but if we’re lucky you’ll be spending time watering as the sun blazes down. The problem with August is that the holiday fortnight often comes when just

  missing a day’s watering in the greenhouse could kill the crop. The answer is to come to an arrangement with another plotholder and look after each other’s plots when away.




  September is a little busier. Things are coming to the end and the harvest is in full swing. Add to that any catching up if you took a break and you’re probably going to need a good day

  and a half each week.




  October and November bring the season to a close with clearing, tidying and digging over. Say three or four days each month.




  If you total this very rough estimate up, you’ll see it comes to about 44 days a year, less than a day each and every week albeit concentrated into the growing season. Don’t forget

  your chatting time and some time just to stand still and admire your plot, watch a robin clearing the bugs from where you’ve just dug and to see the sun set.
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  PESTS AND PROBLEMS




  Slugs and Snails




  Of all the creatures on the planet, slugs and snails are hated the most. I once asked another plotholder what he thought their purpose in the greater scheme of things was

  and the answer was, ‘To test us!’




  A row of seedlings comes up and the next day they’ve vanished – it’s the slugs. That lettuce you came to the plot to pick for tea is reduced to a stump – it’s the

  slugs – and you cut open that cabbage to find there’s a couple more slugs staring back at you.




  I don’t want to dishearten you, but you never get rid of the slugs. What you can do is effectively control them and reduce the damage to a minimum. Incidentally, when we have a crop with a

  bit of damage, I always point out that if it’s not good enough for the bugs to eat, it’s not good enough for us.




  Nematodes




  The best control is to use nematodes, sold under the trade name of Nemaslug. This uses the nematode Phasmarhabditis hermaphrodita, which was discovered by

  scientists at the government research institute in Bristol. You get a powder, a bit like yeast, which you mix according to the instructions and water onto the plot. This puts 300,000 microscopic

  allies to work for you in every square metre.




  You won’t see much evidence of the nematodes’ work. Most of the slugs will have died underground or under rocks where they’ve been waiting for

  dusk before coming out to eat your crops. Any that do die on the surface may well get eaten by birds or hedgehogs, but don’t worry, the nematodes only kill slugs and neither the wildlife nor

  you will come to any harm.




  Potatoes are very susceptible to slug attack later in the season than most other plants. So you can delay applying nematodes until 6–7 weeks before harvest, when the tubers are most likely

  to be eaten by slugs. Nematodes are far more effective than pellets because they kill the slugs underground where the vast majority spend their days.




  Unfortunately, this method is not very effective on heavy clay soils for some reason and, it must be said, it’s not a cheap control method. Neither is it effective for the whole season.

  After six weeks or so the nematode population falls back to natural levels and slugs re-colonize the plot so you may need to re-apply them.




  Pellets




  The second best control method is the slug pellet. These come in two types: the metaldehyde and the ferramol. Metaldehyde pellets have come in for a bad press as there has

  been speculation that the pellets could harm our bird and hedgehog allies if they eat a poisoned slug.




  In fact there is little hard evidence to back this but I found the ferramol pellets (sold under the trade name of Growing Success) to be more effective, especially in showery weather. The good

  news is that the ferramol pellets are safe for wildlife and pets, although it must be said that the conventional pellets contain a repellent and are unlikely to be eaten by pets anyway.




  Ferramol pellets are more expensive than conventional ones but if used correctly will only cost you about an extra pound or two for the whole season. Many people use slug pellets incorrectly and wastefully, throwing them on by the bucket full. They think the more pellets they use, the fewer slugs there will be, but actually you are better to broadcast

  the pellets thinly and after a few days or a week re-apply. I’ve been told that over-applying them is actually less effective anyway as a surplus of the attractants in the pellets means the

  slugs get confused and ignore them so there’s no benefit. As with all these things, read the instructions carefully.




  Encourage your allies to help you. Hedgehogs eat slugs so, if you have one on your site, be grateful. Many birds will eat them and, if you keep chickens, they will happily eat them as a

  nutritious treat. Toads and frogs go for them as well. If you have the room and are allowed, a small pond on the site will encourage these allies to live on the site and work for you. On raised

  beds, make a little ramp in and out of the bed and small black beetles will be able to get in and out. They eat slugs too.




  Traps and Hunting




  Slug traps will catch them, but they don’t seem to make much of a dent in the numbers even though the trap may fill. All you need is a jar half buried on its side at

  an angle so the top is level with the ground and put some beer in it. The slugs crawl in for a drink and drown. Happily one presumes. Emptying the traps is pretty distasteful though.




  Just leaving a plank or even a black plastic bag on the surface will attract slugs. Turn them over to expose the slugs and then deal with them as you will.




  Barrier Methods




  You can try to stop the slugs from reaching seedlings and young plants by creating a barrier. Horticultural grit, crushed eggshells or anything else that has sharp edges

  may work for you. Didn’t for me, but you might be lucky.




  Another method I’ve seen is to surround young plants with a copper ring. I’ve also seen copper wire (electrical wire with the insulation stripped off) stapled around raised beds and

  you can also buy copper tape. Very expensive if effective. In fact, I would suggest barrier methods as a whole are best left for potted plants on a patio than an

  allotment.




  Birds




  Birds are a great ally, eating a multitude of bugs and slugs but they’re also a pest. I’ve watched pigeons sitting on electric cables over our site and I swear

  they’re deciding whose brassicas to devastate next.




  I’ve seen people hanging CDs on strings and ribbon strips of plastic to flutter and scare them away. I’ve also seen birds perch on those CDs and happily sit on a scarecrow’s

  head as well! The only real answer is to net vulnerable plants. However, don’t just drape nets over crops, as the birds peck through the gaps whilst sitting on the net. Ensure some space

  between net and crop.




  Another happy trick of the pigeon family is to pull sprouting onion sets and garlic out of the ground and scatter them around. I think they pull them up, don’t like the taste and cast them

  aside in disgust before trying the next one in the row. Horticultural fleece will keep them off until the crop is established and safe.




  Cats, Rats and Mice




  Cats can be a problem. Well, to be accurate, their toilet habits can be a problem. The neighbourhood cats will absorb any vacant space into their territory and then they

  leave a message for the other cats via their droppings that your plot belongs to them.




  Drive off the cat who has toileted in your plot and in short order another will take his place. There’s not a lot you can do. Throwing rocks at him is not only a serious criminal offence

  but you could be devastating the little old lady across from the site whose only companion is Tiddles.




  Leaving some transparent 2-litre fizzy drink bottles around full of water often works for some reason. Possibly the cat is scared by the distorted reflection.

  Cats also detest the smell of citrus fruit, so scattering orange or lemon peel around can force them off. On the plus side, the cats will keep the rats and mice down.




  Rats and to some extent mice present a health risk. They continually urinate as they move around and their urine carries Weil’s disease, particularly in water. They can do some damage to

  crops as well. Trapping or poisoning is the only answer to serious infestations. Rats, especially, are attracted by poultry feed being left around so, if you are keeping poultry on your plot, do

  not overfeed, leaving grain in the pen. Store feed in metal bins if possible, since rats will easily gnaw through a plastic container if they have a reason.




  Compost can be a problem as well, especially if you bring kitchen waste from home. Never put cooked foods, meat or bones in your compost heap.




  Mice have a reputation for eating peas just after planting. The traditional remedies are soaking the peas in paraffin or putting prickly leaves like holly or gorse into the planting trench.




  Rabbits




  Rabbits are bad news on an allotment site. Not only do they like to eat what we grow but they also like to burrow, with our tilled ground making a good starting point for

  that. The best defence is to fence them out and this is best tackled on a site-wide basis. The fence needs to have a mesh size of 1 inch (2.5cm) or smaller and to be 3 feet (90cm) high with about 6

  inches (15cm) buried at about a 45 degrees angle into the ground outward of the site.




  If you can’t fence them from the whole site, then you need just to fence your plot. Although shooting rabbits is allowed, you must know what you are doing and the legal implications, which

  are a bit beyond the scope of this book. If you shoot one, his pals will take his place so you’ll need to fence anyway.




  Vandals and Thieves




  It’s a sad fact that many allotment sites suffer from vandalism and theft. Sometimes it’s just a minor annoyance like the theft of my pumpkins and squash near

  to Halloween but at other times it’s much more serious like the smashing of all the glass in the greenhouses, breaking into sheds to steal and even the burning down of sheds.




  This problem seems to be almost the norm in many urban areas and leads to some plotholders simply giving up. Just as you will feel violated if your house is burgled, vandalism of or theft from

  your plot has a severe emotional impact. It’s almost worse in a way as at least you can see a reason for the burglar – he wants to take your property to make money.




  The vast majority of vandalism and theft is undertaken by children, often as young as ten if not younger. They do it out of boredom, for the lack of anything better to do.




  Theft is not generally very profitable on an allotment site. Let’s face it, the value of stolen tomatoes or pumpkins is next to nothing. Tools like spades, which cost a packet new, are

  very cheap second hand. Even rotavators have a pretty bad weight to value ratio.




  How to Reduce Theft and Vandalism




  A few ideas that you may find helpful:




  Increased Occupancy




  Increased occupancy on a site will result in more people being around and thereby deterring the culprits from coming. Since most of the problems will occur at night, when

  plotholders are unlikely to be around, increased occupancy is only going to deter, but it will assist.




  Security Fencing




  Security measures such as fencing will help keep out the troublemakers. If they can’t get in, they cannot cause trouble. Even if they do get in, their escape route

  is made more difficult, which will add to the deterrent effect. You can also get non-setting paint which is going to deter when they have to explain why their new

  trainers and clothes are ruined.




  Security Lights




  If mains power is available on a site, infrared-activated security lights will deter night time raiders, who don’t want attention drawn to them. Care should be taken

  that the lights do not cause a nuisance to people in the locality. They will often be activated by a passing cat so alerting the neighbourhood at 4 am to the presence of a tomcat is not going to

  make for good relations.




  Security Cameras




  Security cameras can offer a solution. Nowadays these are available in low-light models and infrared with radio links to a computer that only records if movement is

  detected. Prominent signs warning of their presence would provide a deterrent effect. They do, to be truly effective, require somebody on the other end to call the police if necessary.
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