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Report from the Chairperson

It's a time of changing fortunes for allotments. Major environmental and energy challenges such as global warming and peak oil, coupled with the enormous interest in food quality means there has not been such an upsurge in interest in allotments in Ireland since WWII. Allotments, community gardens - in fact, growing food in whatever space is available in our cities and towns, will, it now seems, be part of building sustainable communities in the future. 


One of the deepest convictions of allotment holders generally is care for the environment and our association has been instrumental in this renewed enthusiasm for allotments. So it was with great pleasure that our committee accepted the Environment Award at the Tallaght Person of the Year Awards in November 2007. A number of our committee were present to receive the award from John Gormley, Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government (See photo on the Association’s website:  http://homepage.eircom.net/~sthduballots). 


Recent developments include allotments projects planned for Tipperary, Cork and Walkinstown - all of which are in response to local community activism and which we support when called upon for advice. We are hoping that the new allotments administered by Fingal County Council will come on stream soon to replace the Cappogue site and respond to the huge waiting list there. 
Another very important development for allotments is the current formation of Dublin Food Growing (see: http://dublinfoodgrowing.blogspot.com). This 

association aims to promote urban food growing with an eye to food security in the future. Some of our committee have been present at the inaugural meetings and one of the first activities of this new group will be campaigning for more allotments in Dublin. 

We have made a submission to the draft National Biodiversity Plan, which was prepared by two of our committee members David Cotter and Jennifer Wann. This submission highlights very eloquently the vital role which allotments sites have in the conservation of all living species. 
We are planning a submission also to the draft Planning Guidelines for Sustainable Development in Urban areas (Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government), which already mentions the inclusion of allotments and community gardens as part of new qualitative standards going forward.

Most exciting of all of course is that it's the start of a new growing season. The sight of potatoes chitting, growth buds, and early blossom reminds me that it's time to get cracking (not too many Easter Eggs!) and I'm off to the plot, albeit enveloped in a heavy fleecy coat to keep out the chill. 

Happy Growing! 

Michael Fox, Chairperson

New Committee Member
The Committee would like to extend a warm welcome to our newest member, Anne Pilkington, who has kindly agreed to help us in our work. Anne is a plot holder in Corkagh Park Allotments.

There are still places for one or two more members to be co-opted onto the Committee. No previous experience required - just an interest in the representation side of allotments. Contact the Association at sdaa@eircom.net if you would like to come on board.

Allotment Updates
Friarstown 

Spring arrived to Friarstown later than the lower suburbs and an hour can still see the weather range from sunshine and gales, hail and snow, and even thunder and lightning!   Despite this, brave souls have been out preparing and turning the sod. Some sites are looking really well as a result of consistent winter endeavours, and are now laid out neatly with raised beds and paths of chippings and wood planks. Winter crops on other sites have thriving, and my own attempts at spring onions, garlic, spinach, and cabbage and winter lettuce have survived. I have now put in potatoes, onions and some lettuce, and hope to put in root vegetables very soon. A wind break would also be very beneficial in the Friarstown conditions and something worth considering!
 

A Friarstown Gardener

Corkagh
The water stands are finally finished and are a treat to use they are surrounded by brick walls with a metal lid on top which can be opened by a key which most of us have. The rabbit proofing is working a treat. The unused plots seem to have reallocated, as work has started on three of them in recent days. The soil is dry enough to plant potatoes and I planted my first earlies yesterday (March 26th) although there are pockets of very muddy soil at the back corner of my plot. This is not a worry, as I don't envisage ever planting anything there as it is at the end of the path I put in place. Buds are beginning to appear on my apple tree and there is also good growth on my raspberry and blackberry bushes. Several of the plot holders are using raised beds on their plots and lots of preparation/digging, raking, etc. is going on in between the showers.

Clondalkin Gardener

Tymon

After the winter period it is great to see the Tymon allotments spring into action at last as plot holders begin to prepare their plots for the growing season. Many of the plots have been dug over and some already have potatoes and onions planted. Even the school plot is looking well and ready for action. A number of plots have fruit trees planted up against the wall of the depot building and in time will be a nice attraction to the site. We are becoming a little bit of a curiosity as many of the users of the Park stop to admire and ask questions about what we are doing and how they can go about getting a plot. Finally, we would like to express our gratitude to the Park’s staff for organising mulch for us all, as this was a bonus when it came to laying out paths on our plots. Thanks also go to Finian Ward, Foreman, who arranged for an extra layer of rabbit proof mesh to be put on the perimeter fence.
Ten out of Thirteen

Goatstown
There has been improvement over the years to the allotments, from open access to a closed environment. A proper vehicular entrance has been constructed entering from the new estate off Hollywood Drive. More permanent surfacing of internal roadways has been put in place and fencing has been reinforced. I like these new improvements. 

I have found the Development Section of Dún Laoghaire/Rathdown County Council to be very helpful and they have recently facilitated me with a new plot which suited me better.

It was nice to see the three fields and allotments being worked in recent weeks. However, there is still a problem of people taking on a plot for the first time and then falling by the wayside when they find the work too much. It would be good if there were some way of advising first-timers in advance of some methods of tackling their plot to help them get better use out of it.

This kind of support is something that a committee could take on, if there were one. There is a great need for such a committee in Goatstown, to provide a voice and support for allotment holders there.

When I go to Goatstown for me it is a refuge from daily life. I like the peacefulness and it is a good medicine physically and for the psyche. "And if you don't believe me, Come and meet me there, In Goatstown on a sunny summer day. "

Max Berber
United Nations International Year of the Potato

As you organise your seed potatoes, perhaps at this stage planting out the last of your chitted main crop, you are in your own way making a contribution to the United Nations International Year of the Potato.

‘The celebration of the International Year of the Potato (IYP) will raise awareness of the importance of the potato - and of agriculture in general - in addressing issues of global concern, including hunger, poverty and threats to the environment.’ (www.potato2008.org)

The history of potato cultivation begins in the Andes about 8,000 years ago. It was first cultivated by hunter/gatherers around Lake Titicaca and further developed by farmers in the Central Andes. Around 500 AD the Huari people made good use of a terraced irrigation system, supporting a population of up to 500,000. The potato was also a staple food of the Incas, who even developed a freeze-dried potato product called chuño. In 1532 the Spanish Conquistadores came to South America in search of gold, and ended up taking the potato to Europe. The earliest record of potato growing in Europe is in 1565, on Spain's Canary Islands. It then quickly spread across Europe, but by the 1600s came to be regarded as food only for peasants and animals. It was during this period that it travelled to India and China as a handy food for sailors. 

Because only a small sample of potato varieties had been brought from South America, it took a long time for different varieties suited to varied climate conditions to be developed. Eventually in the 1770s the potato saw a revival and its true value was realised. While cereal crops across Europe were failing and causing widespread famine, the potato filled the gap and became a very popular crop to grow. It was handy to cultivate in small urban plots of rapidly industrialising regions and very nutritious for poor people who could afford little else. 

In Ireland the potato was as popular as anywhere else. However, the small number of varieties in use was a contributing factor to the major crop failures in the 1840s due to lack of blight resistance. The resulting tragedy of the Famine prompted agriculturalists into investigating new varieties, even going back to South America for new gene stock to develop better disease resistance. 
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Subsequently potoato production went from strength to strength and in the 20th century saw the introduction of crisps and the widespread marketing of fries by companies such as McDonald’s and McCain’s. It overtook cereal in popularity in European countries such as Belarus and Poland.

From the 1960s, cultivation potato of began expanding in the developing world. In India and China production rose over six-fold to  almost 100 million in 2006. In urban areas the potato is the food of choice in sub-Saharan Africa and is widely grown in the mountain areas of countries such as Kenya and Malawi.

In the 21st century potato cultivation continues to expand. In developing countries, where consumption is about a quarter of that in developed countries, pototo growing is continually increasing at a great rate. It is the world’s fourth largest food crop in terms of quantity harvested - 315 million tonnes in 2006.

The potato which is commonly grown, the Solanum species tuberosum, is still based on a small gene pool, derived from only seven species. There are about 5,000 potato varieties still grown in the Andes. An effort is being made by the International Potato Centre (CIP) in Peru to restore and produce a greater number of varieties, with the establishment of a ‘potato park’ in the Peruvean Andes, catering for 1,200 varieties in 12,000 ha. Maintaining this genetic diversity will help future potato development and adapt it to changing agricultural conditions in the years ahead, ensuring the continued use and viability of Solanum tuberosum. 

As part of Ireland’s contribution to mark the year primary school children across the country have received potato seed tubers as part of a "Meet the spuds!" Challenge - a potato-growing competition sponsored by the country's AgriAware Trust, the IYP national committee and the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. As the plants grow, pupils will record progress with drawings, photos and written observations. In June, a scrap book of the project, including photos and weight of crop, will be submitted for final assessment. Eight winning schools will receive a cash grant.

Some events during the year are as follows: 10th April – 4th June, International Year of the Potato Exhibition, Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin, Dublin; July, International Exhibition from Peru, Johnstown Famine Museum, Johnstown Castle, Co. Wexford.
By Jennifer Wann

Some famous names 

who had an allotment

Alan Titchmarsh, MBE, Garderner & T.V. Presenter.
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Albert Einstein, (1879-1955), Theoretical Physicist. Spent summers in the early 1920's in his allotment garden in "Kolonie Bocksfelde" in Berlin-Spandau, Germany.

Arthur Fowler, fictional character in ‘Eastenders’ played by the Actor Bill Treacher. As part of the storyline, Arthur was found dead in his shed on his allotment.
Charles Dance, OBE, English Actor, Director and Screenwriter.

Information courtesy of http://www.wikipedia.org

Climate Change – How will it impact on us allotment growers?
These days, it is very hard for any of us to escape the words ‘Climate Change’ at present as it is everywhere on T.V., on the radio and in newspaper coverage. But what is Climate Change and how will it impact on us allotment growers? It is defined as a process in which emissions of greenhouse gases by human activities are causing short and long-term affects on the Earth's climate. For us allotment gardeners, this means a number of things and there’s good and bad news as a result. 

It is predicted that at a European level the winters will be warmer and wetter while summers will be much hotter and drier although that could vary from region to region. There will be more extreme weather events such as storms and drought as seen of late in the U.K.
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In relation to Ireland, forecast analysis of climate change over the coming decades has been carried out and the predictions can be summarized as follows. For the period 2021-2060 the average temperature increase will be 1-1.5ºC, both for winter and summer. Rainfall will increase by about 10-20% during the winter, especially in the north and west. It will decrease by 10-20% in the summer, especially in the south and east parts of the country.

On the positive side

A warming climate will mean longer growing seasons for many of our crops and less frost damage in wintertime. In recent decades, Spring has been receding by between 2 and 6 days earlier each decade and Autumn has been pushed back by about 2 days a decade. 

Climate change provides an opportunity to grow an increasing variety of crops such as chilli peppers, coriander, aubergine, radicchio, olives, melon and grapes. 
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A warmer climate may increase the use of beneficial insects etc. against pest species, such as using nematodes against the vine weevil. Dryer conditions do not suit that arch-enemy of the vegetable grower, the slug, so it may eventually die out in some parts of the country.

Higher temperatures and increased carbon dioxide will benefit the yield of crops harvested early in their development, such as carrots, but perhaps lower slightly the yield of brassicas and onions. Potatoes may increase but the conditions will also hasten foliage die-back.

Warmer conditions will also lead to the faster breakdown of nutrients and thus their release to plants for greater growth.

On the negative side

Plants such as blackcurrants, raspberries and apples need a good period of chilling in the winter in order for flower buds to form. Thus, a mild winter would not be very beneficial in this case.

Hard winters assist in keeping certain pests and diseases at bay. But as the winters get milder pests such as aphids will be able to get working on plants at an earlier stage. For every 1ºC increase in temperature the cabbage aphid attacks plants two weeks earlier in the season. (www.ukcip.org.uk, Gardening in the Global Greenhouse, The Impacts of Climate Change on Gardens in the UK – the RHS and the National Trust)

The loss of the slug may not be one to mourn but its primary predator in the wild, the hedgehog, may suffer the same fate.

It is hard to predict how climate change may affect diseases but warmer, wetter winters will promote the spread of phytophthora – potato blight. Tighter restrictions on control of plant imports may have to be brought in to prevent the spread of disease.
Drier summers will affect those plants that prefer cool moist conditions and mildew could be become a severe problem to those plants that are prone to it.

Faster breakdown of nutrients in the soil will mean adding compost and other nutrients will have to be attended to more closely. Heavier rainfall will also increase leaching of nutrients via rain runoff. This will lead to more pollution of streams and rivers. Mulching would help prevent this and raised beds help against water-logging of heavy soils in winter.
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There are two aspects to this issue that we as allotment gardeners need to act on and they are our contribution to slowing down climate change and coping with the future affects of climate change.

As allotment gardeners, we can stand proud due to the fact that we grow our own food. According to research in the UK, the average family buying all their food from the supermarket is responsible for more than 4 tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions each year due to all the transport involved in getting the food to their dining table. This is often referred to as ‘food miles’. So obviously, the more produce one grows oneself the less food miles there are and thus one is helping to reduce emissions.

Composting is another way that we can help to reduce emissions. Again, research in the UK has shown that kitchen and garden waste from an average family can generate about a tonne of greenhouse emissions every year if it ends up decomposing in a landfill site. By composting this waste either through a wormery or composter can these emissions can be reduced while at the same time getting excellent compost. 

Other practices which help prevent emissions include keeping the use of power tools to a minimum and avoiding private car use if at all possible (maybe walking or cycling occasionally if there is only a bit of weeding to be done and tools can be kept on site).

With regard to coping with the affects of climate change down the line, it will become even more important to provide habitats for predators in order to keep pests under control.

It might be worth considering the construction of deep raised beds to assist plants by raising them above a high water table thus preventing flooding in wet weather. Provision of water butts and rainwater capture in winter will become more important to cope with drought in summer, as will mulching to prevent evaporation. In the drier parts of the country it may even become impossible to grow potatoes because of the amount of irrigation that may be required.
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We will probably have to become more persistent in practising successional planting to cope with losses from storm damage and increases in pests and diseases.

There will certainly be challenging times ahead in the coming decades and this is just a brief overview of some of the issues that will need to be addressed. I welcome readers’ views on the subject and practical ideas on coping with the changes ahead.

By David Cotter

Laying Out Your Plot 

· A Rough Guide

Each of us uses our plots in our own different way but when it comes to laying it out there are some key steps which are common to all good allotment designs. If you have a good plan in your mind at the very beginning you can save time and a lot of effort and it can even assist your efforts with an overgrown plot.

The first step is to list all the plants, vegetables, fruit and herbs you want on the plot. Please note that this will not be a finite list but can be changed in subsequent years. This list will at least indicate the approximate sizes for each type of plant and which ones require a fixed or rotation position. For example: 

Fixed Plants

Hard Fruit – Apples, Pears, Plums

Soft Fruit – Raspberries, Gooseberries, Blackcurrants, Red Currants, Blackberries, Strawberries, Rhubarb

Herbs – Basil, Oregano, Rosemary, Mint, Thyme, Chives, Parsley

Rotation Vegetables
Brassicas: Cabbage, cauliflower, radish, swede (sh), Beetroot, Radish (sh), Broccoli

Legumes: Pea, bean (broad, French and runner)

Alliums: Onion (sh), garlic, shallot, leek

Potato family: Potato, tomato

Umbellifers: Carrot, parsnip, parsley, celery (sh), Florence fennel

Adaptable plants that can go anywhere: Lettuce (sh), spinach (sh), kale (sh), aubergines, courgettes, marrows, peppers, pumpkins, squashes, sweet corn

The vegetables that are shade tolerant to some degree are marked (sh), which may help when trying to plant taller vegetables beside shorter ones.

Allow space for a compost area, paths and a seating area if desired.

Crop rotation ensures that the same crops are not grown on the same piece of soil two or more years running. This is to prevent over-usage of certain nutrients by particular plant groups on the same area and build-up of diseases associated with particular plant groups.

So, to have a minimum three year rotation, and to have double the area for potatoes as for any other vegetable group, six areas or beds of similar size would be needed to cater for the five plant groups, besides any area set aside for permanent plants. Not every bed would have to be completely filled with the one vegetable type. Plants from the adaptable list can be put anywhere to fill gaps where not needed by other vegetables. A very simplified example of how to organize a rotation would be as follows:



By Max Berber
Puzzles
What is this an anagram of? (Hint, it refers to a historic period mentioned in this newsletter).
“O, Ethiopians farm it.”
What is this an anagram of? (Things are hotting up in this newsletter).
“Technical Game”
What to be doing now
Sow, or prick out into modules if you have already sown into trays, the following: Brussels Sprouts, Cabbage such as  'Greyhound', 'Hispi' and 'Red Drumhead', cauliflower and Kohl Rabi.

Vegetables you can sow under cover or indoors in the next two weeks: French Beans, Brussels Sprouts, Cabbage (Late), Calabrese, Cauliflower, Herbs, Peas, Spring Onion, Sweetcorn and Lettuce.

Direct sow or plant out carrots, parsnips, Radish, Spinach, Broad Beans, Beetroot, Cabbage (Early), Cabbage (Late), Calabrese, Cauliflower, Herbs, Onions, Peas, Rocket, Spinach, Garlic and Spring Onions.
Onion sets are well worth buying as they give you a head start and are less work than growing from seed.

There are cabbage plants available from some of the garden stores such as Newlands Garden Centre and Woodies. It’s advisable to put some netting over the plants, raised up off them with sticks or chicken wire, to keep the hungry pigeons at bay. Tomato plants are also in stock.

B&Q have some nifty clear rigid plastic cloches called the ‘Sun Tunnel’, which could be useful for putting out some early lettuces. The 110cm X 70cm is €10.70 and the slightly smaller one (no measurements on box) is €7.65. They come with pins like tent pegs for fixing them in position and adjustable vents too.

Newlands Garden Centre also has a good range of seed potatoes – main crop varieties include King Edward, Record, Maris Piper, Golden Wonder and Kerr’s Pink, all €5.95 for 2.5kg. It seems commonly agreed now that main crop seed potatoes do not need to be chitted because of their long growing period. Also available at Newlands are four varieties of rhubarb and five varieties of asparagus.

By Jennifer Wann
(sources: www.gardening.co.uk and www.growveg.com)

NB, The Information Morning which was planned for Friarstown on 15th March 2008 was postponed due to bad weather and it is hoped to reschedule it for early May. Watch out for posters and emails with further details.
New Website

A new website which is being put to the test at the moment by this writer is www.growveg.com. It provides a very handy tool whereby one’s plot can be planned out to scale, bed by bed, and all the fruit and vegetables put in place with an instant drawing tool. This spaces the plants according to their individual needs so the number that can fit in a given area is immediately visible.

Each plant has a description of its growing needs and plant group for rotation purposes. Not only that, but next year’s plan can be linked to the current year’s plan and the tool will remember where plants were planted before, to avoid rotation clashes. Up to ten years’ worth of plans can be saved.
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The only downside is that after one month’s free trial a subscription is required for continued use, but it is quite reasonable as such things go - £15, approximately €22 for the year. With that, regular planting reminders are received via email as well.

Computer requirements are Adobe Flash Player version 8 or above, which is pretty much automatically installed on most computers, and a reasonably fast processor, unlike the 555mhz one in the eight year old antique that this newsletter is written on. Windows XP or newer is probably advisable as well.

If you like designing things and using computers to do so then you will get good use out of this website. You can print out lovely colour plans of your plot too. Enjoy!

Editor’s note to the wider membership

Following our last request for contributions to the newsletter, several members wrote articles. If you wish to contribute an article for the newsletter, new writers are always welcome. Feedback on the content is also welcome. E-mail us at sdaa@eircom.net.

Any Ol’ Onions?

Have you any of last year’s onions left still? Well, try this tasty onion flan as one way of using them up before they all sprout.

	Shortcrust pastry:

250g/8 oz plain flour

pinch of salt

50g/2oz butter

3 tablespoons cold water
	Filling:

50g/2oz butter

500g/1 lb onions, thinly sliced

2 teaspoons tomato purée

3 eggs

150 ml/1/4 pint milk

salt and pepper


Rub the butter into the flour and salt till the mixture is like fine breadcrumbs. Gradually add water until a soft dough is achieved. On a lightly floured surface knead the dough until smooth, wrap in clingfilm and put in a fridge for 30 minutes.

Soften the onions in butter in a frying pan, along with the tomato purée and seasoning, for about fifteen minutes, and leave to cool.

Roll out the pastry and put it in a 10 inch/25 cm flan tin placed on a baking sheet, and prick with a fork.

Line the pastry-lined tin with foil and fill with baking beans. Bake blind in a preheated oven, 200ºC (400ºF, Gas mark 6) for 15 minutes. Remove the foil and beans and bake the pastry for a further 10-15 minutes till the pastry is dry and cooked through. Remove from oven.

Put the onions in the flan tin. Beat the eggs, milk and seasoning in a bowl and add to the tin. Bake the flan for 30-35 minutes at 180ºC (350ºF, Gas mark 4) until the filling is set and lightly golden. It can be eaten hot or cold. Try it with your favourite lightly steamed winter greens.

Contact Details 

The South Dublin Allotments Association can be contacted at sdaa@eircom.net, or at http://homepage.eircom.net/~sthduballots
The allotment sites are managed by the Development Department of South Dublin County Council, Tel.: 01-4149000. 
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