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Shop re-opens on the 24th 

  

The site shop is opening again after the Christmas break on 

Sunday 24th January.  At present it will be open each Sunday 

from 12noon to 1pm.  This will be weather permitting.  Because 

of Covid restrictions no customers will be allowed into the shop.  

The shop volunteer will bring items out to you. Please pay by card 

if you have one. If there is a queue, please observe social 

distancing and keep 2 metres apart. 

 

Advance orders: if you would like to order items in advance then you can email Heidi at 

mailheidigreen@yahoo.co.uk  She will pass your order on to the day’s volunteer who will pack it 

up ready for you to collect.  

The shop gives a good discount to Society members and has plenty of stock to prepare for Spring: 

 Compost and manure 

 Fertilisers 

 Seeds – you can also pick up a seed catalogue and the shop will order for you 

 Onion sets and seeds potatoes by 31st January 

 Many other items – just talk to shop volunteers about what you need and also make any 

suggestions for new stock 

These details, together with the volunteers’ rota, are on our website at 

https://moulsecoomballotments.wordpress.com/shop-news/ 

 

Wally 

A familiar face will be missing from the shop counter.  Wally stepped down as Shop manager just 

before Christmas.  He put in many years of voluntary effort on behalf of the allotment site acting 

as a shop volunteer for several years before taking over as Shop Manager in 2015. We are all 

extremely grateful for the amount of time and hard work he put into building up the shop and 

expanding the range of stock.  He hasn’t left the site, so you’ll still see him around! 

 

Greenhouse glass 

 If you need any greenhouse glass please contact Jane on 07840 635 991.  

She has a small collection of glass which she has gathered from 

greenhouses which have been taken down.  

 

 

 

  

mailto:mailheidigreen@yahoo.co.uk
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Tasks for the winter and early spring by Dave Witts 

So, we have another Covid lockdown, possibly for 3 months.  Doesn’t this make you glad to have 

an allotment?  Somewhere to get away from things and get some fresh air and exercise.  It may be 

winter but there are still plenty of jobs to do on the allotment. 

Your soil 

The ground is fairly saturated at present so try to avoid walking on your beds.  If you need to 

harvest crops, then it helps to lay down a plank to walk across.  Walking on the soil will compact it 

and reduce drainage.   

Our chalk soil can get severely dry in summer and it is 

also often poor in nutrients.  It needs lots of bulky 

organic matter – well-rotted stable manure, spent 

mushroom compost or your own compost.  Lots of you 

have already been spreading manure and compost and 

the worms are busy dragging it down.  If you haven’t 

already done so, then now is the time, ready for 

sowing and planting in spring.  Dig over your plot, 

remove weeds and rake it level. 

If you already use no dig methods of cultivation, then you’ll almost certainly know of specialist 

websites and books.  If you’re thinking of starting no dig, then this beginner’s guide is an excellent 

place to start. https://charlesdowding.co.uk/start-here/.  Also see the article below “Why Woodchips” 

about Food Forest cultivation. 

Compost heap: now is a good time to get one and start with your 

unwanted sprouts and cabbages.  Old pallets are useful for making 

a large one or you can buy a ready-made bin.  All old vegetables, 

fruit, flowers and most weeds will rot down into compost. 

Chopping up the tough stuff, and sprinkling with soil, manure or 

your own urine every so often, will speed things up. It will take up 

to 12 months for the bottom layers to turn into rich compost. Don’t put dandelions, bramble or 

bindweed roots in it, they will grow not rot! There’s good advice on this website 

https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/compost 

Fruit trees and bushes 

Prune apple and pear trees, if you haven’t already done 

so.  But not in frosty conditions.  Mulch and feed them. 

Check your trees to make sure they are stable – very wet 

soil and high winds can easily lead to ‘wind rock’ and root 

damage.  You may want to apply Winter Tree Wash to 

remove fungal spores and the detritus on which pests lay 

their eggs.    

https://charlesdowding.co.uk/start-here/
https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/compost


Prune out old woody stems from redcurrants and gooseberry bushes. Remove ‘Big bud’ from 

blackcurrant bushes. Mulch and feed all your fruit bushes. Tie in new canes of blackberries and 

loganberries as they grow up. 

If you’re planning to plant new fruit trees or currant bushes, then now is the time while they are 

dormant.  But not if water is sitting on the soil surface or the soil is frozen too hard to get the 

spade in - if you’ve already got them, just heel them in and plant them out later. 

Planning ahead:  Work out what to grow and where next year.  It’s best to rotate your annual 

vegetable crops – growing next year’s crops in a different bed from this year helps keep down 

disease problems and reduce the chance of soil deficiencies.   

Crops:  

 Potatoes - the shop will stock several varieties, put them to 

chit in January/February to plant in late March.  Egg boxes are 

good for this.  

 Rhubarb – plant new crowns and feed established plants. 

 Asparagus – grow from seed in early spring or buy young plants.  

But remember this is not an easy crop to grow and it takes 2-3 

years before you can harvest any spears.  

Seeds to sow Check seed packet for best timings and growing conditions.  Don’t 

forget that the site shop is able to supply most, and perhaps all, of the seeds 

which you need. 

 

Sow under cover or indoors to transplant in late April.  If you haven’t got a greenhouse or 

propagator, sow seeds of crops such as courgettes in small pots on your windowsill.  

Aubergine 

Basil 

Beetroot 

Carrots 

Celery 

Chillis 

Cucumber 

Florence Fennel 

Globe Artichokes 

Land Cress 

Leeks 

Lettuce 

Marjoram 

Onion – seeds & sets 

Parsley 

Radishes 

Shallots 

Strawberries 

Sweet Peppers 

Sweet Potatoes 

Tomatoes 

Sow outdoors 

Broad Beans 

Cabbage – red & early 

Calabrese 

Chervil 

Chives 

Coriander 

Hamburg Parsley 

Jerusalem Artichokes 

Lemon Balm 

Lettuce (some varieties) 

Peas 

Spinach 

Spring Onions 

Texel Greens 

Turnips 



Saving water: the summer will probably be very dry!  So, set up a 

system to collect rainwater.  If you have a shed with a sloping 

roof, it’s easy – guttering and water butts.  You can find a simple 

guide to setting this up on our website and lots of other advice on 

saving water, plus information about soil and growing fruit and 

veg, including a list of helpful websites and books. 

https://moulsecoomballotments.wordpress.com/allotment-growing/ 

 

Why Woodchips? Have we lost the plot? By Nath (Plot 12) and Ellie (Plot 13/1) 

We are Nath and Ellie, and between us we are the plot holders of sites 12 and 13/1. Nath first got 

the half plot (12/1) 8 years ago, and 18 months later Ellie took on 13/1. We have recently started 

using woodchips as mulch covering our plots, and here we are going to explain our reasons for 

doing so.  

Since we first took on our plots we have taken the normal seasonal approach of digging over of 

the beds in spring and incorporating compost or green manures so they are ready for seed sowing 

and planting out; and the rest of the year we try to keep on top of weeding as best we can. We use 

crop rotation and avoid the use of any chemicals. We have had varying degrees of success with 

our crops in past seasons, but more recently – and especially this year – we have noticed our soil 

has become depleted and our crops have struggled.  Over the years we have used compost and 

green manures to improve our soil – although we find that we can never make enough of our own 

compost, and buying in each year can be expensive, not to mention difficult to coordinate 

logistically as we don’t have a car. 

We balance tending the allotment around working fulltime amongst other commitments, and one 

of the challenges we face is playing catch up with seasonal tasks. So we are always keen to explore 

methods for low maintenance gardening – work smarter not harder! 

The seed to our new approach to our allotment was sown in 2018 when Nath took on the second 

half of plot 12 with the intention of creating an orchard. This led us to researching more 

thoroughly Food Forest gardening: a system of no-dig food growing to mimic natural forest 

systems incorporating different layers of plants including trees, shrubs (i.e. fruit bushes), 

herbaceous plants, the root zone, ground cover and climbing plants. This winter we have ordered 

19 fruit trees, which we will plant over the coming months and will form the ‘canopy layer’ of our 

food forest. Going forward we will continue to build the layers of our food forest whilst retaining 

areas where we can grow our annual crops.  

Researching food forests in turn led us to learn more about using woodchips as a mulch in the 

garden as a way to: improve soil health and fertility, build soils and soil life, protect against soil 

erosion, aid water retention, keep the soil warmer in winter and cooler in summer, suppress 

weeds, and prevent the compaction of soils, to name a few. Woodchips also allow air to reach the 

soil to keep the soil and root zone aerated.  

https://moulsecoomballotments.wordpress.com/allotment-growing/


Woodchips will be broken down by saprophytic fungi (decomposing fungi), releasing nutrients and 

matter into the soil for other soil organisms to feed on, including bacteria and other fungi. One 

way that we can facilitate and take advantage of this process is by introducing edible saprophytic 

mushrooms, such as shiitake and oyster mushrooms. This is something we are experimenting with 

at home currently, and we have even come across a strain of shiitake which will decompose both 

soft and hard woods.  

We will also adopt a ‘no dig’ approach allowing mycorrhizal fungi hyphae to grow. Mycorrhizal 

fungi – often referred to as the ‘Wood Wide Web’ – are networks of fungi underneath the soil 

surface that connect with plant roots. These mycorrhizal fungi hyphae are essential in plant 

growth and health as they make water and nutrients available to the plant roots that the plants 

would otherwise not be able to access. In exchange plants release carbon to the fungi and bacteria 

in the soil in the form of carbohydrates formed via photosynthesis. The fungi and bacteria then 

use the carbohydrates to form humus, building soil and sequestering carbon in a form that can 

stay in the soil for hundreds of years. No dig is essential to this process, as digging the soil breaks 

up and kills the fungal hyphae strands and other soil organisms.  

This also links to research that we have seen from soil scientist Dr Christine Jones that for healthy 

soils we need to reframe our approach as gardeners to become ‘light farmers’. In other words, 

ensuring that we can harvest as much light energy as possible year round by having as much 

ground covered with plants for as much as the year as possible. We hope that by having more 

permanent plants in our food forest, and by incorporating patches of cover crops and green 

manure from time to time, it will go some way to achieving this.  

The guidance we have seen recommends having a layer of 6 inches of woodchips throughout the 

entire plot, with the layer thickening to 12 inches under fruit trees, leaving a gap around the 

trunk/stems so as not to damage the tree. Woodchips don’t need to be rotted down first, freshly 

chipped wood can be used. The woodchips will gradually be decomposed by soil organisms over 

the course of a few years, building soil in turn. And as the woodchips break down they can be 

topped up again to maintain the depth of the mulch.  

The method that we have followed is to first lay cardboard down directly on the soil and to layer 

the woodchips on top. The cardboard is meant to aid initial weed suppression and attract worms 

to facilitate breaking down the woodchips. In recent years we have noticed that our soils were 

lacking in worms. In the last few weeks when we pulled some of the woodchips back we were 

impressed at the number of worms we saw, so we are hopeful that this is a sign that things are 

moving in the right direction.  

We started the process of covering our plots in woodchips about 6 months ago. The first area we 

tackled we didn’t use cardboard and covered it in about 6 inches of woodchips. This has now 

reduced to about 2 inches and has remained fairly successful at suppressing weeds. On the plot as 

a whole we have noticed that so far the woodchips have suppressed pernicious weeds including 

bind weed and most of the couch grass, although we have seen some dandelions coming through. 



We did expect that some weeds would come through, but that there would be fewer of them and 

so easier to maintain, and overtime they will become weaker and die off.  

We still plan on growing crops by raking back the 

woodchips to form rows or patches where we can grow 

plants. Mainly we plan to start off seeds in modules and 

then plant out later on, but theoretically it would still be 

possible to sow directly into the soil when the 

woodchips have been pulled back. Once the crop is 

finished, the area can be covered over again with 

woodchips, with any vegetative growth left underneath 

to rot down and feed the soil food web. We have just 

started experimenting with this technique by planting rows of garlic, which currently look like 

trenches in the woodchips – see picture. We will see how this goes.  

To source the woodchips Nath contacted a number of or tree surgeons in the area, and came 

across Adam from Green Timber. Amazingly Adam agreed to supply woodchips for free – which 

anyone on the site is welcome to use. He can drop up to four cubic metres a week, so there should 

be no shortage! 

The woodchips we have acquired are a mixture of both woody and leafy material, as well as both 

soft and hard woods. The mix of both green and brown materials is supposed to aid 

decomposition, and the variety of materials is supposed to be beneficial for a diverse soil life.  

It is widely thought that woods from softwoods/conifers will make the soil acidic, however we 

have found information which concludes that in fact by the time that woody material is 

decomposed by fungi its acidity is neutralised, so will not affect the pH of the soil.  

Additionally, we have seen research refuting the idea that woody material robs the soil of 

nitrogen. They claim instead that this only applies to the surface of the soil, whereas nitrogen in 

the root zone is not affected. This is as long as woodchips are not mixed in to the soil and stay on 

the surface. And once the woodchips are decomposed by the soil life, nitrogen availability in the 

soil is increased as it released by the soil organisms that were breaking down the woody material. 

We have also seen some sources say that if the woodchips are partially decomposed and colonised 

with fungi they can be mixed into the soil. So as long as there is soil life to breakdown the 

woodchips we should be ok. 

We hope that our no dig ‘woodchip way’ will help us to build healthy soils and plants with year 

round fertilisation, to have more successful and reliant harvests, and whilst being time efficient 

and doing our bit for the planet too. Time will tell – watch this space! 

Below are some suggestions for sources, links and people that we have found useful and 

interesting when researching the above and planning our no-dig, woodchip, food forest:  

 



 Food Forests – this article gives an overview: 

https://www.permaculturenews.org/2011/10/21/why-food-forests/  

 Soil scientist Dr Christine Jones – there are many youtube videos of Dr Christine Jones talks 

 Soil scientist Dr Elaine Ingham – many useful youtube videos featuring Dr Elaine Ingham on 

the ‘Soil Food Web’ and building healthy soils 

 Matt Powers – The Permaculture Student – a youtube channel: 

https://www.youtube.com/user/permaculture123  

 The One Yard Revolution – a youtube channel: 

https://www.youtube.com/c/OneYardRevolution  

 The Gardening Channel with James Prigioni: https://www.youtube.com/c/jamesprigioni  

 Fungi – an interesting article that describes the roles and functions of fungi - 

https://permacultureapprentice.com/food-forest-fungi/  

 
Christmas Eve on the allotments 

 

Globe artichoke heads and a spreading Jelly Ears fungus – if you can identify this particular fungus, 

then please let us know. 

Nature site Liz Yeats  

So Lock-down again! We were just getting into our stride, considering 

meeting as a full 9-person work group after many months of either no 

work sessions at all, two people only sessions and since July, up to 6 

people. Oh well! It's been such a weird year, but for the Nature Site an 

amazing one, full of wild flowers and insects and birds of many kinds.  

From March until July we had no group work sessions at all, though 

those in the group who have allotment plots visited individually, and 

frequently, topping up the ponds and keeping new saplings alive with 

watering cans (another scorching summer with no rain!). We also just loved it so much we spent 

many hours just sitting , watching and listening to the birds, the insects and the fantastic sweep of 

wildflowers, - and it was cooler than on our plots.  

https://www.permaculturenews.org/2011/10/21/why-food-forests/
https://www.youtube.com/user/permaculture123
https://www.youtube.com/c/OneYardRevolution
https://www.youtube.com/c/jamesprigioni
https://permacultureapprentice.com/food-forest-fungi/


B y May the rules had eased a little, and we were keen to invite Kasturi, Simon & Jonny- regular 

nature site vols, none of whom have a plot on the site, to come and see for themselves how 

amazing it all looked this year.  So as two-person work groups we managed to keep the paths clear 

for the many visitors who came to have a look round. We also completed the rain-collecting roof 

and rigged up a hose pipe from the water butt to the large pond so that when it does eventually 

rain, water will be directed into the pond.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In July, we were finally able to have an, almost proper, work group. The rule of 6 meant we had to 

divide the group into two, meeting alternate months, but with 5 or 6 people we got a lot done, 

and as we had done a risk assessment, we all felt socially- distanced and safe. 



 

 

 

By October we were just starting to feel confident 

about resuming full- sized work groups again, when – 

yes – December the latest lock down hit. No more 

work sessions at all for a few months.  

If you'd like to see how the Nature site looked from 

month to month during this last summer- go to our 

web site. Nature Notes – Moulsecoomb Allotment 

and Horticultural Society (MAHS) (wordpress.com) 

And visit and see for yourself how it changes over 

the seasons. 

Regular Nature Site work group are: Sally Griffin, Rachel Cohen, Jim Grozier, Dave Witts, Tara 

North, Simon Wrigley, Kasturi Sukhapure, Jonny Buzzeo, and myself Liz Yeats. 

Plot lettings by Liz Yeats (plot 34) 

Do you remember last March? Covid lock-down had just been announced and life as we know it 

came to a sudden standstill. Understandably, the Council Allotment department also came to a 

near standstill, and all plot holders were emailed by the Allotment Officer saying that because of 

Covid no plot lettings would take place for the foreseeable future. I am not certain, but I think the 

reasons given were lack of Council staff to process new lettings, and concern for the safety of 

volunteer site reps. 

This seemed fair enough - for a few months, but as we got into summer & infection rates subsided 

and people were allowed to meet friends outside again, there was still no word from the 

Allotment Officer about resuming plot lettings. Many of you, like me, probably felt that allowing 

vacant allotments to remain empty when so many people really, really, wanted a safe outdoor 

space to grow veg and get some exercise, had become a scandal. For myself it felt positively 

immoral to withhold empty allotments from growing numbers of people on reduced incomes & 

having difficulties feeding their families, and as an individual plot holder I wanted to do something 

about this. I contacted the Allotment Officer, offering my voluntary help with admin if this was the 

https://moulsecoomballotments.wordpress.com/nature-notes/
https://moulsecoomballotments.wordpress.com/nature-notes/


issue behind the hold up. Having received no answer by December I contacted several Councillors 

from the Environment Transport & Sustainability Committee, who oversee the Allotment 

department. The answer below is from the Committee Chair, Councillor Amy Heley, Green Party 

Councillor for Preston Park. 

 'The allocation of allotment plots is currently on hold while we work on making our allotments 

processes Covid-secure for the majority of elderly volunteers who facilitate the allotment lettings, 

as well as for any applicants being inviting onsite. As you have mentioned, the service is reliant on 

volunteers and a number of them have not been able to participate fully, those that have 

continued have been fantastic throughout, but are hampered by the restrictions placed on 

volunteering activities. 

Cityparks has now produced a volunteer risk assessment after consulting with other national 

bodies. The site rep role is unique to other Citypark volunteering activities and while we have been 

happy to allow reps to continue supporting tenants, the process of letting plots involves them 

meeting with numerous applicants to allocate plots. 

After the billing enquiries are concluded for the Oct/Dec invoice run then we will be letting plots on 

sites without an active site Representative, we will have received confirmation of which plots are 

being relinquished and allowed departing tenants time to remove any personal belongings.  

We will be resuming site representative lettings in Jan/Feb after allowing the site reps an 

opportunity to comment on the risk assessment and amend it to their role as necessary. So, plot 

letting is resuming imminently, which is really good news.' 

Now we have another major Covid outbreak and full lock-down again. So where does that leave 

us? I have heard rumour that some plot letting are happening again, but the Site Committee have 

not been informed. Perhaps our site reps know something? 

 

'Waiting lists for Allotment Plots are huge' – Fact or Fiction? by Liz Yeats 

Have you looked at the Council's web site page for plot letting recently. Waiting lists for allotments 

(brighton-hove.gov.uk) This is the page you are led to in order to register for an allotment.  You 

now pay £17.20 just to register to go on the waiting list. This is not refundable. When I looked 

recently I was shocked.  

The first thing you see is this notice:  'Due to a combination of changes to work practices and 

ongoing Council IT issues, we are unable to process your allotment application at this time. For 

more details, please read the information below.'  

I suspect this notice has been there for a long time, and is not linked to Covid. What follows is a list 

of all the Allotment sites in the City, against each are the number of plots on each site, the number 

of people on the waiting list, and the earliest and most recent dates these people have added their 

names. I added these up to get total numbers for the City. There are no figures for number of 

https://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/allotments/get-allotment/waiting-lists-allotments
https://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/allotments/get-allotment/waiting-lists-allotments
https://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/allotments/get-allotment/waiting-lists-allotments


vacant allotment plots: 

 

Allotment sites in Brighton & Hove: 35 

Plots in Brighton & Hove: Approx 2600 plots 

Waiting list: 1,275 people 

Date of application: earliest 2012 latest Jan 2019 

Estimated maximum income to the Council from full occupancy is, according to my own estimate, 

approx £156,000pa (2600 x £60) 

So why are people who joined the waiting list 8 years ago still waiting? We know there are many 

empty plots on our Moulsecoomb estate site.  A few could be waiting for a plot on a specific very 

small site where few plots ever become vacant, but my guess is that many have changed their 

minds or moved out of Brighton by now, but remain on the list.  And why is the most recent 

addition to the waiting list Jan 2019, two year ago?! It appears this waiting list has not been up-

dated or working for a long time, yet people are paying £17.20 to register. What is going on? How 

exactly do people get a plot? How do the Allotment Department & site reps find out who is 

actually on the waiting list? Just how many plots are vacant? It's a mystery to me. 

We know there are many empty plots, why don't the Council Allotment team seem to know this? 

Do they depend solely on the Council finance department informing them in December each year 

of plots which haven't paid the most recent rent invoice? (see Councillor Amy Heley's letter to me :   

'After the billing enquiries are concluded for the Oct/Dec invoice run then we will be letting plots 

…...., we will have received confirmation of which plots are being relinquished'.  

This seems to imply plots could lie vacant for 6 or 9 months until rent is due and not paid before 

the Allotment department release it for another person. I also wonder what happens to plots that 

aren't rented for several years. With no 'unpaid invoice' to inform the Finance department, does 

this becomes an invisible plot, never appearing on the lists of vacancies, and never let again? 

With a potential maximum of £156,000 pa plot rent income, surely the Council could invest a small 

amount in more efficient IT systems and staff hours so that everyone who wants an allotment can 

get on. 

 

 

This newsletter was compiled by Liz Yeats & Dave Witts 

on 18th January 2021 

  

You can subscribe or unsubscribe at any time by contacting us at mahsnews16@gmail.com 

  

If you like this newsletter, why not tell other plot-holders about it. 

The newsletter can be downloaded from our website 

https://moulsecoomballotments.wordpress.com/ 

mailto:mahsnews16@gmail.com
https://wordpress.us13.list-manage.com/track/click?u=217843a7727c84f27156fb6db&id=32f2cf5a4f&e=07ae4492a7


 


