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1
getting started


An allotment could be the answer for you if you have concerns about:




• the rising cost of food


• the use of chemicals and additives in food to enhance flavour, add colour or preserve and prolong shelf life


• the distance food travels from where it is grown to your plate.





Or if you simply wish to improve your family’s diet with the addition of fresh fruit and vegetables and do not have a garden big enough for vegetable growing.


In this chapter you will learn how to go about getting an allotment, the approximate running costs, and how to clear a neglected plot and get its soil into good condition, so that you can grow your own delicious fresh vegetables and fruit.


 



The history of allotments


In the UK, ‘allotments’ were originally parcels of land up to 2 ha (5 acres) in area (about the size of three football pitches) that were let to ‘commoners’ and the landless poor as a result of the Enclosure Awards 1760–1818 when some 2 million ha (5 million acres) of common land was enclosed and passed into private ownership. This action, which was supported by the UK Government through various Acts of Parliament, prevented the ‘common’ people from gathering fuel, grazing their animals and gathering food from the land that they previously had a right to use.


In the late 1800s, allotments were seen as a way of keeping the labouring poor out of the workhouse by allowing them to grow their own food, and in doing so they did not need parish relief. Legislation was enacted that required councils to provide allotments where they were not provided by charitable benefactors such as the church.


In 1908, all previous allotment legislation was consolidated and for the first time local authorities became obliged to provide a sufficient number of allotments for use by their parishioners where there was a demand for them. This obligation to provide allotments is still in force today.


In 1922, following the drive for the nation to grow and provide more food in the First World War, and with the shortage of available land due to land that had been requisitioned for food growing being returned to its owners, the demand for allotments grew and the UK Government introduced a new category of ‘allotment gardens’. These were areas of land, restricted in size to a maximum of 40 poles (1,000 sq m/1,200 sq yards), to be used wholly or mainly for the cultivation of vegetable or fruit crops for consumption by the occupier and his or her family. However, this did not prevent local authorities from continuing to provide allotments if they wished, but in 1950 legislation was introduced which restricted the obligation of local authorities to the provision of allotment gardens only. Local authorities with a population over 10,000 were also obliged to provide allotment gardens not exceeding 20 pole (500 sq m/600 sq yards). Currently, the standard size of an allotment plot is 250 sq m (300 sq yards), and this is what most councils provide.


Where there is a high demand for plots, some councils are now reducing plot sizes to 125 sq m (150 sq yards), but such action is seen by allotment gardeners as a ‘false economy’. Nevertheless, it is believed that a variety of plots – standard, half, or even quarter plots – could, or should, be made available for use by smaller families or single people where a larger plot might be too big for their needs.


What is an allotment?


In the UK, local councils have been providing allotments, in various forms, since the eighteenth century. Currently, the standard size of an allotment plot is 250 sq m (300 sq yards), and this is what most councils provide. Where there is a high demand for plots, some councils are now reducing plot sizes to 125 sq m (150 sq yards), but such action is seen by allotment gardeners as a ‘false economy’. Nevertheless, it is believed that a variety of plots – standard, half, or even quarter plots – could, or should, be made available for use by smaller families or single people where a larger plot might be too big for their needs.


In the major cities in the UK, allotment plots might not be readily available because of high demand and shortage of plots and available land. This is particularly so in the inner London boroughs where the power to provide allotments is discretionary and not compulsory.


Allotment gardening has been a popular activity for over 150 years, from its origins of providing food for the labouring and landless poor by subsistence farming, through the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign of the war years and its heyday in post-war Britain, to the present day where it is an activity enjoyed by people from all walks of society. Allotment gardening provides an opportunity for the individual or family to grow fresh, healthy food in abundance, knowing where it has come from and exactly how it has been grown. Today, allotment gardening is an increasingly popular pastime, and quite rightly so!


Allotment gardening offers many benefits:




	regular and prolonged exercise


	sharing an activity with like-minded people


	participating in a sustainable activity and working with nature.





More importantly, it helps to retain a ‘little bit of green space’ and nature in our urban areas for future generations to enjoy. At a planning public enquiry in Northampton in 1990, the planning inspector described an allotment site as ‘a green oasis in an otherwise urban sprawl’, and this applies to many if not most allotment sites throughout the country.


Growing your own fruit and vegetables also enables you to control the use of chemical pesticides and weedkillers so that you know exactly with what, if anything, your crops have been treated.


Vegetables contain many of the essential vitamins that we all need, but the content depends on how fresh the produce is. As soon as crops are harvested, the vitamin content starts to reduce, so by growing and harvesting your own vegetables, and eating them fresh, you can be sure you are getting the most from the vitamin content available. Freezing surplus fresh vegetables will also assist in retaining the vitamin content.


How much produce can be grown on a plot?


In 1975, a trial allotment plot managed by students at the Royal Horticultural Society gardens at Harlow Carr, Yorkshire, produced vegetable and fruit crops with a value at that time in excess of £240. At today’s supermarket prices, the same crops would be valued at £1,500, but if you wish to be entirely organic the value would be higher. The students spent 180 hours in total between March and November working on the plot, which is the equivalent of about five hours’ work per week.


It should be possible for any allotment gardener to achieve similar results, but this will depend on whether you are growing crops with a high or low value or yield.


A standard size allotment garden should be sufficient for a family of four to provide a reasonable proportion of their annual vegetable and fruit needs.


To get the best results from the plot, keep sowing and planting throughout the growing season, to fill any gaps as crops are harvested.


Allotments can also be used to keep livestock, such as hens, rabbits, pigs and goats, and this is dealt with in more detail in Chapter 4.


What costs are involved in running an allotment plot?


Costs will vary depending on your needs. The expenditure for some items, such as tools, pots and seed trays, will not be required every year as the equipment should last for several seasons if taken care of.


Approximate costs:




	rent £35 per annum


	seeds £30–50 per annum


	water £5 per annum


	compost £10 per annum


	fertilizer £10 per annum


	pots and seed trays £10 per annum.





The average annual cost is £112, plus £60–80 for basic tools.


How much time is required to manage a plot?


The more time you have available to spend on your plot the more you will be able to achieve and produce. You should consider the equivalent of half an hour of work per day on your plot as the minimum time required to achieve reasonable results. You should visit your plot at least once a week otherwise weeds and pests will take hold and these can affect other plots as well as your own crops.


When taking holidays, ask another plotholder or friend to keep an eye on your plot to ensure that crops do not dry out, and maturing crops are picked to encourage continuing cropping. If asking a friend, you may need to let others on the site know the arrangements you have made.


If your time is limited, think about planting low maintenance crops, such as potatoes, onions and root crops, and avoid crops that require harvesting every couple of days such as beans, lettuce and courgettes.


You might also consider sharing a plot, and the work, with a friend or neighbour.


Obtaining a plot


Most allotments are owned and run by the local council. In the first instance, you can contact your local council for a list of sites within the area, and to obtain details of availability, waiting lists, rent and other relevant matters. Some sites are privately owned and administered, and your local library may be able to help you find a contact for them, although sometimes the best way to locate them is by speaking to neighbours who might point you in the right direction.


If there are no allotments in the parish or district, six resident parliamentary electors or ratepayers need to write to the council requesting an allotment – this then places a duty on the council to take such representations into consideration. If the council refuses to make provision, it leaves itself open to a legal challenge. A complaint could be made to the local government ombudsman if a borough or district council fails to make any provision without a valid reason. Alternatively, contact your local ward councillor and/or Member of Parliament (MP) and seek their support for the provision of such a facility. If all else fails, ask the local press to get involved to support your campaign for adequate provision of allotments.


Costs


Rent levels vary from county to county, and also from site to site, and can range from £3 to £100 per year. The current national average is approximately £25–35 per annum, but the amount of rent charged will usually depend on what facilities, if any, are available to the plotholder or site such as water, car parking, security fencing, rubbish removal, toilets or a communal building. The more facilities provided, the higher the rent is likely to be. Councils are not legally obliged to provide any facilities, and consequently many provide nothing other than the land.


Where a council provides more than one allotment site, try to visit several and speak to people on the sites to see how well crops grow and whether there have ever been any problems with vandalism, trespassers, flooding, and so on, and also what facilities are available.


Assuming there are several plots available for rent, the ideal would be south facing with good, free-draining soil, sheltered from northerly winds, with a nearby water supply. However, most soils can be brought into good fertility with a little time and effort and the addition of compost or manure. Avoid plots that are next to weedy overgrown hedges or overshadowed by trees.


If a site is well tenanted and cultivated, and appears lively, this can be a sign of a well-run and productive site.


Many sites have formed active associations that offer their members the use of a trading hut; hold regular meetings; hold allotment competitions; and have fund-raising events. Consequently, renting an allotment can be an excellent way to meet new people, and to become part of your local community.


Allotment tenancies


The relationship created by the use of land as an allotment garden is that of landlord and tenant, whereby the tenant enters into a legal contract to rent the plot and agrees to observe a number of terms and conditions. The tenant then has exclusive possession of the plot for a fixed term and for a set rent.


It is always better to have a written tenancy agreement as this ensures that the tenant is aware of the conditions of the tenancy. Make sure you receive a copy of the agreement from the landlord for your records. If you are not given a copy, ask for one.



Terms of tenancy


Tenancies are usually granted on an annual basis and are renewable or continue in force until such time as they are terminated by either the landlord or tenant.


Legislation requires some terms to be included in tenancy agreements, such as the length of notice required to terminate a tenancy, but the landlord is also allowed to make such other rules as they think necessary for the management of the allotments, providing these are not contrary to the legislation.


It is a tenant’s responsibility to keep the plot in a good state of fertility and cultivation, which effectively means free of weeds, and to keep the plot boundary hedges cut and trimmed and ditches free from rubbish.


Ensure that you check the terms of your tenancy agreement as you may need to obtain permission before carrying out activities such as erecting a shed or greenhouse or, for example, if you wish to mulch with old carpets or light bonfires.


Frequently asked questions




	
Can the council stop me from keeping livestock? Yes, for anything other than hens and rabbits.
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