
GETTING STARTED ON THE ALLOTMENT 
 

This handout is intended to help anyone beginning on an allotment. We apologise if you are 
an experienced gardener but for the purpose of this handout we are assuming that you are 
a beginner. 
We will explain all the tools and other equipment you may need, how to prepare the ground 
and go through procedures such as crop rotation and composting. 
TOOLS 
The basic tools you will need are digging fork and spade, rake, hoe, hand fork and trowel, 
wheel barrow and watering can. 
SHEDS, GREENHOUSES AND POLYTUNNELS 
We think a shed is essential with the maximum size allowed being 6’x4’. Don’t keep tools, 
mowers or strimmers in the shed as they may be stolen. It is better to take them home to be 
on the safe side. You can take a bucket down to the allotment which can contain all your 
small tools and other things you may need. Some people leave their sheds unlocked so that 
intruders can see that there is not anything worth taking. 
Although greenhouses and polytunnels are not essential they are extremely useful. They 
extend the growing season at both ends of the year. You can sow seeds earlier, to produce 
plants for earlier crops. You will also need a cold frame to harden these plants off as you 
can’t take plants from a warm greenhouse and plant them outside as it will severely check 
their growth. You have to get them used to outdoor conditions by keeping them in the cold 
frame for a week or two. 
WATER AND WATERING 
Sheds and greenhouses should have gutters and down pipes to run rain water into water 
butts to save water. It is best to water plants in the early morning or late evening if possible 
and direct water to the roots. It is very important not to let your plants and seedlings dry 
out. 
COMPOST 
It is worth making your own compost. You can make a compost bin system using wooden 
pallets fastened together with wire. You need ten pallets to make three equal size 
compartments with removable wooden fronts. During the growing season your green waste  
material is put into one of the bays. (If you want to use weeds in your compost don’t do so if 
they are seeding nor use deep rooted perennial weeds such as docks and dandelions). It is 
also recommended that you use some brown material such as shredded shrub pruning’s or 
shredded cardboard to stop the compost becoming a “soggy mess”. You can use a product 
called “Compost Maker” which helps the composting process. Any chemical containing 
nitrogen such as sulphate of ammonia will do. It is just sprinkled on every six inches or so of 
the material to be composted. By the end of the season your first bay should be full and is 
then left to rot down. Any further material is put into the next bay which will continue to be 
filled the following season. Every few months the material in the first bay which is rotting 
down is turned over which aerates and helps the rotting process. This is the reason for 
having three bays because you transfer it to the empty bay. This is a lot easier than 
shovelling the material out then shovelling it back again. So there is always one bay empty 
but it can be used as a storage area for things such as the wheelbarrow. 
 
 



HORTICULTURAL SOCIETIES 
Whether you are new to gardening or not it is strongly advised to join a Horticultural 
Society. The one in Salisbury is called the Allotments & Gardens Association Salisbury and 
they have a trading hut where they sell most things members may need and are a lot 
cheaper than shops, DIY stores and garden centres. A friendly atmosphere is guaranteed 
and the trading hut staff will find time to answer member’s questions and give sound advice 
on most aspects of gardening. As an extra resource there are also reference folders 
containing magazine articles on all aspects of gardening which can be photocopied for 
members. 
Their contact details are included on the final page. 
WEEDS 
When you take over an allotment, weeds are likely to be the first problem that you come 
across which is why this topic is covered early. If the allotment has been neglected for any 
length of time weeds could be waist high. Let’s hope it does not put you off. We would say 
to people with this problem that it may take a few years to get it anything like clear of 
weeds. The trick is to stop them seeding. So how do you tackle an overgrown allotment? It 
really depends on what time of year you get the allotment but there are these possible 
methods. 
1. Cut down the weeds and cover the area with black polythene. The polythene needs to 
be black to cut out the light so the weeds will not grow. This then allows you to uncover and 
dig the areas where you wish to cultivate whilst not having to worry about weeds growing in 
the area covered by the rest of the polythene. 
2. Using weed killer. The chemical used is glyphosate which is contained in the products 
“Roundup” and “Tumbleweed” and is deactivated when it comes in contact with the soil. 
Always read the label and apply the product according to the manufacturer’s instructions. 
It is important to keep a separate watering can for weed killers and clearly mark it. DO NOT 
WASH OUT in water troughs provided at the allotment sites. It must be used in the spring 
and summer when the weeds are actively growing so don’t cut down the weeds before 
applying the weed killer. It will take about a week before you see the signs of the weeds 
dying. When you are sure the weeds have died you can cut them down and fork out what 
remains of them. 
3. Digging them out. This method is more time consuming and is hard work. So whether you 
use this method depends on how much time you have and if you are physically capable of 
digging the whole plot ready to plant crops. 
Even if you have got rid of most of your weeds some will return. So other methods of weed 
control are: Seed prevention which is the main method of propagation of many weeds and 
in the case of annuals the only method. So it is very important not to let weeds set seed and 
to remove flower heads. Hoeing is an excellent way of keeping small weeds under control. 
Use a” Dutch Hoe” keeping it sharp so that it chops the weeds just below the soil level 
detaching them from the roots. Hoe in dry weather because if it is wet the weeds could re-
root. Hand weeding method can be used when you cannot use the hoe due to the soil being 
too wet or when vegetable seedlings are very small. 
 
PLANNING 
You have probably already been thinking about what you want to grow. It is best to make 
some proper plans as to where you can grow each crop. 
Crop rotation 



It is strongly advised that you adopt a crop rotation system. This is very important when you 
grow your vegetables because if the same crop is grown in the same place year after year 
two problems can occur. Pests and diseases can build up, particularly soil borne diseases 
and nutrient levels can become unbalanced. 
A quick mention that some crops benefit those that follow them. Plants of the pea and bean 
family take in nitrogen from the atmosphere and convert it into plant food in the root 
nodules. If cabbages are planted after the peas and beans they will benefit from this food 
left in the soil. 
Testing the pH of soil is worth doing and can be controlled more easily if a crop rotation 
system is adopted. The pH scale runs from 0 to 14, and measures the acidity or alkalinity in 
the soil. 7 is neutral below this is acid and above is alkaline. Most soils are in the range of 5 
to 8. The vast majority of the plants grow best in a soil of pH 6.5 to 7. The correct pH for the 
plant being grown controls the availability of plant foods in the soil. A pH that is too high can 
“lock up” plant foods in the soil so making them unavailable to the plants. Soil testing kits 
can be purchased at DIY stores, garden centres and online. 
Rotation plans 
Most books recommend a three year crop rotation. It is advised to measure and make a 
plan of your allotment on paper and decide where you want the three plots and mark them 
out. The first year Plot 1 would grow Brassicas (cabbages, cauliflowers, brussel sprouts, 
broccoli and calabrese). Plot 2 Root crops (potatoes, carrots, parsnips, beetroot, turnips, 
swedes and kohl rabi). Plot 3 Others (marrows, courgettes, onions, leeks, peas, beans, 
shallots, celery and sweet corn). The crops in plot 1 would move to plot 2 the following year 
and those in plot 2 to plot 3 and so on. 
PATHS 
It is an advantage if all your beds are surrounded by paths for easy access. If your allotment 
has been used before it may of course already have beds marked out and paths between 
them. Quick paths can be made by putting down weed suppressant fabric and cover this 
with wood chip which is delivered to most allotment sites in Salisbury by the council. 
PREPARING THE GROUND 
Assuming that you have decided the location of your vegetable beds and marked them out, 
you now need to prepare them for planting or sowing by forking over or digging the ground 
and adding some fertiliser. 
Digging 
There are two methods of digging single or double and which you use depends on the 
condition of your soil, mainly how heavy it is. Digging by either of these methods can only 
be done in winter because the soil needs time to settle before sowing or planting in the 
spring. You should not have to do it every year and if you add manure, compost and leaf 
mould to your beds over time you will only have to fork it over in autumn. 
FERTILISERS 
A few weeks before planting or sowing it is best to spread a “general” or “balanced” 
fertiliser over your bed and rake it in so as to give your plants or seedlings a ready source of 
foods. 
These fertilisers contain three major plant foods nitrogen (N) mainly for leaf and stem 
growth, phosphate (P) to promote root growth and potash (K) mainly for flowers and fruit 
production. 
There are also plant specific fertilisers that either come in solid form or liquid that can be 
diluted. These are applied when the plants are growing and are generally fast acting. 



PESTS AND DISEASES 
On this subject prevention is better than cure. To this end cleanliness and hygiene are very 
important. Leaving rubbish lying around for example encourages slugs and snails because it 
gives them somewhere to hide. It is also important to recognise and treat pests and diseases 
at an early stage. If either gets a firm hold and becomes wide spread they are a lot more 
difficult and costly to control. Pests and diseases if left unchecked can seriously affect plant 
growth and therefore the yields from your crops. 
PESTICIDES 
These are classified in different ways. Firstly in the way they are sold and applied, they can 
be either concentrates, ready to use sprays, aerosols, dusts or pellets. In action they can be 
contact, stomachic or systemic. 
FUNGICIDES 
Much of the above also applies to fungicides as well. There are concentrates, ready to use 
sprays and powders supplied in sachets to be mixed and put in a sprayer. As regards how 
they work they can be contact or systemic. 
Whether you use chemicals to control pests and diseases or organic methods always read 
the label and follow the manufacturer’s instructions. 
 
Enjoy your allotment experience and don’t forget other plot holders are always a very good 
source of knowledge and ready to impart their gardening know how to you, just ask. 
You will also find a site Warden available if you encounter any problems and please report 
any thefts to them and the police who run an “Allotment Watch” scheme. 
If your time at the allotment is restricted always go there with a clear plan of what you want 
to achieve at each visit. You will be surprised how helpful this can be. 
Further your knowledge by investing in a book, taking out a subscription to a gardening 
magazine, joining the National Vegetable Society or searching the internet for information. 
 
USEFUL CONTACTS, ADDRESSES, TELPHONE NUMBERS AND EMAILS 
 
Salisbury City Council: Debbie Cox, Parks Dept, Guildhall, Salisbury SP1 1JH. 01722 342860. 
dcox@salisburycitycouncil.gov.uk  
Allotments & Gardens Association Salisbury: Harry Theobald (Chairman).  01722 415880. 
harry.theobald@btinternet.com.   
Wiltshire Police: Salisbury Police Station, Bourne Hill, Salisbury SP1 3UZ. Tel: 101 
 
 

THIS LEAFLET IS PRODUCED BY ALLOTMENTS & GARDENS ASSOCIATION SALISBURY IN 
COLLABORATION WITH SALISBURY CITY COUNCIL PARKS DEPARTMENT. 
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