CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE GARDEN

Peter Harper

Those of us who live in Wales like to wear our daffodils on St David’s day, March 1st.  Twenty five years ago I remember it being quite a problem to find daffodils on that date; you had to buy them, and often as not they were imported from Guernsey or Holland, which seemed quite against the spirit of the thing!  But in the last ten years there are always plenty of naturalised daffs as early as the middle of February. 

This is global warming, and as sceptics often remark, it isn’t all bad. But it isn’t all good either, and on a world scale it could be catastrophic. What other effects might we expect in our gardens? And what can our gardens do to help the bigger problem and its side-effects?

With our climate, warmer average temperatures will mean a longer growing season. This means you will be able to plant or sow earlier and harvest later, or get more crops cycles in. It will mean that some things will overwinter without protection(some lettuce varieties for example, and other salad crops such as rocket. It means that a ‘winter-oriented’ vegetable garden is more feasible, giving you fresh stuff at the times of year when it’s expensive to buy or simply not available.

It also means that more parts of the UK will join those hitherto-special parts of the western coasts that are effectively frost-free and can grow subtropical plants. We might be able to grow some useful palms and oriental bamboos, passion-fruit and so on. Those weird giant echiums are feasible all over the south, and the delightful Clematis armandii is no longer classed as ‘tender’.
On the negative side, there will be more extreme events like storms, floods and droughts, and( paradoxically(severe frosts appearing out of nowhere. The pattern of pests will change, but the dynamics between pests, predators and diseases are very complicated. We might expect more aphids earlier, but milder winters will also allow their predators such as ladybirds, hoverflies and parasitoid wasps to get on the case quicker. Slugs and snails could be a much worse problem. They were grazing my kale in January this year.

We might have to think more carefully about drought. The amount of water used for gardens can leap dramatically in a dry spell, just when water supplies are struggling to keep up. Householders can help here by installing sensible-sized rain tanks. I have one of 1500 litres that fills up from the roof of a large shed. Its height of nearly 2m gives me enough pressure to water plants through a hose and to top up a small pond.   

I also use a simple grey-water irrigation system, collecting bath, shower and sink water from the bathroom and running it directly into the garden through a perforated pipe covered in wood chips or shredded prunings. The pipe can be moved around to wherever I want it. The system is described in more detail in Lifting the Lid, available from CAT publications.

I’ve described some ways in which you can take advantage of climate change or defend yourself against its side effects. But what can the garden do to help the wider problem? The most important thing is that the garden should not itself contribute to climate change. Potentially its worst impact is the indirect production of methane in landfills through exported green wastes. Thou shalt not give green wastes, especially grass clippings, to the dustman. Compost them. However, if you have things like wooden fence posts, branches, tree trunks, they can go to the dustman because wood does not break down in landfill sites and locks up carbon out of harm’s way. This is a positive use for landfills.

As well as its own wastes, the garden can of course deal with your kitchen waste and a good deal of waste cardboard and paper as well. The details of composting a mixture of food and plant wastes with paper and cardboard are to be found in several CAT publications such as Composting Secrets and Cool Composting. Depending on how you do the calculations, it can be argued that the garden can reduce the environmental impact of a household’s waste by 80%.

Finally, there’s the wildlife question. As the climate changes the natural geographic ranges of plants and animals start to move north, or up into the hills. For many of them it’s too quick, or the way is blocked by modern developments, habitats have disappeared etc. They need ways through, stepping stones, corridors, filling stations, refuges.  Just getting on with gardening activities, staying off the chemicals and perhaps adding some extra habitats like rotting wood or a pond, can make a contribution.  Britain’s gardens together are the biggest nature reserve of all.

