GROWING YOUR OWN:

THE PROS AND CONS
(Original 2006, slightly revised 2012)

There are lots of reasons for growing your own food. But let’s get a bit of perspective.     
Have a look at your family's diet and think what you might be able to produce in the garden. Sides of beef? fish fingers? tins of beans? cans of coke? flour? yeast extract? corn flakes? sugar? cheese? peanut butter? cooking oil?   No, obviously not processed foods of this kind, but notice how accustomed we have become to cheap, abundant and varied ‘industrial’ foods. If you didn't have any of these, what would the kids say?  If you haven’t got kids yet, just you wait!

Carbohydrates (grains and flours), meat and fish, dairy products, fats and oils, condiments and beverages are all produced cheaply by industrial farming systems. So cheaply, in fact, that relative to typical incomes food absorbs only 10-15% of household budgets. This is why we are not peasants: we have a lot of surplus money to spend on being "modern".

Peasants do not have such varied diets, or lives, as we do. Their time is spent largely producing staple crops - rice, millet, sorghum, corn, manioc, wheat, potatoes; and a few other crops, and animal products. And if you tried to do the same on a garden scale you would find yourself turning into a peasant too. If you had enough land you might eventually succeed in providing most of your carbohydrates, eggs, and vegetables, but you would have little time or money to do much else, and your diet would be drastically different from the "usual" one. 

The implication of this is that, for a modern diet and lifestyle, no matter how much you grow, the garden saves only a few percent of the total cash outlay of a family. And if you log the time taken to produce this food, you will usually find that in strict cash terms the hourly rates of return are low compared with "regular employment". A recent study gave the return on allotment labour at less than £2 an hour. My own research at home gives twice or three times this, although in proportion to total household expenditure the net value of the crops from my reasonably sized garden is only about 2%. This could rise if I spent more time on it and had a lower income, but in general ‘GYO’ is not really an economic matter. If you want to eat more sustainably, changes in your diet and food-buying policy will have a vastly greater impact that trying to grow your own.

Not convinced? At this point the logic suggests the following choices:

A:  All right, Go for it.  Try, by radical changes, to make your food output a significant contributor to your economic situation. This will involve changes of diet, considerable investment in redesigning your garden, further investment in facilities for storing and processing food, and a great deal of time; and will logically entail a drastic alteration of other parts of your life if your own produce is to be significant proportion of the whole. It wouldn't make any sense if you also had a heated swimming pool, drove fast cars and took long journeys in aeroplanes. It doesn’t really make sense if you have any kind of car, central heating, holidays abroad, children...and other cornerstones of bourgeois life.

B:  Keep at it, but take it easy. Accept that the produce is symbolic, a sacrament perhaps - your personal link with the earth. The work gives you exercise and is excellent therapy; the veggies are better and healthier than those you can buy; they are very convenient right there in the living larder; it’s wonderful discipline and training for children; it closes your compost loops; you can grow things even Sainsbury’s never heard of; and the stuff tastes marvellous.

C:  Do something completely different with your garden. Wildlife refuge; adventure playground; research centre; volleyball pitch; zen retreat; waste treatment facility; raw material for landscape fantasies; genteel garden-party venue....   All these things can be done “organically” and make their own contribution to environmental quality, perhaps more than food growing.

....and finally, option D, which in practice is what nearly everybody will do: a mixture of all three. This can work best of all, but is another story.

A closer look at Option A:

A is the hero's choice. Few survive its rigours. Its rationale is that present industrial cultures are living far too high off the hog and some things have got to give if we are ever to achieve a universal, sustainable pattern of living; and simpler, more self-reliant living might have an important role to play. Food is artificially cheap and is unlikely to remain so for ever. Using prime land for animal feed is inefficient and unsustainable, as is much of the processing and transport of food. The use of chemical fertilisers and biocides is harmful to the environment. These all favour the organic garden-producer.
 For good health, and the lowest environmental impact, a diet based on grains and vegetables, with minimum processing, supplemented with some oils and animal products is ideal. Variety of foods is good. So-called ‘primary proteins’ are unnecessary, and too much fat is bad for you. This all fits in with what you can grow yourself. And food prices are likely to rise.

On the other hand...
Ÿ    A will require total dedication from both you and your garden. There can be no messing about with wild foods, lawns, play-spaces, or crops that take thirty years to come into production. Are you prepared for this?

Ÿ    It will take a long time and a lot of money to set up in the first place, in order to maximise productivity and minimise costs later. Have you got this time and money?

Ÿ    Is this the best contribution your land, time and money can make to Saving the Planet—if that is what you’re trying to do? Is your garden a suitable space, or will it take more resources to make it productive than it will ever return? Would it in fact make a better bird sanctuary? Is your time better spent campaigning for better public transport or restoring a watershed? Is your money better spent insulating the house or invested in research on alternatives to fossil fuels?

Ÿ   The change of diet could be traumatic, particularly for kids, who seem to be natural junk-food junkies the world over. It can take six months or more to adjust to a radically different diet - and even then some people never make it. 

Ÿ   Your lifestyle will necessarily be so unusual that you will cut yourself from 99% of your fellow citizens. If it isn’t, your food growing is not making a large enough contribution to be worth while.

Ÿ You will be denying custom to local commercial organic growers, who are just as dedicated as you, and may be able to produce more efficiently. You should perhaps ask yourself, what's so special about food that you ought to try and produce it yourself which doesn't apply to everything else in your life: house and fittings, electricity, fuels, clothes, shoes, transport, communications, medicine, tools, utensils, books, stationery.... 

...No, you cannot make all these things yourself. Are you then going to do without them? If so, you are truly planning to be a peasant, and the best of luck. The rest of humanity, regrettably perhaps, will be travelling the other way.

A Closer Look at Option B
Option B is a more likely choice. It acknowledges that food is not the only thing in life. It seeks to find the best ways of complementing the commercial food system in the most effective way, given the constraints of your garden and your own personal circumstances. 

There is a well-established tradition of growing edible crops, found in all the classic garden books, organic or otherwise. But this is not the only way to do it. Table 1 contrasts the traditional approach, focussed very narrowly on food, with another approach having a refreshingly different perspective. A lot of people call this second approach “Permaculture” but the use of this term often leads to misunderstandings and arguments, so to avoid controversy I shall call it the natural/integrated style in contrast to the traditional/intensive style. 

Quick to establish

	
	NATURAL/INTEGRATED STYLE  

Focus on all useful products and "fringe benefits"

Quasi-natural appearance at macro-level

3-dimensionaL

Accept what’s there, use adapted plants or design for natural mesification 

Crop yields lower locally, but other yields may be higher

A wide range of unconventional crop types. Changes of taste and preparation 

Preference for perennial and woody species

Original species, natives 

Emphasis on design

High initial cost, less routine input, diminishing over time

Low input/low output

Robust against lapses of management

Takes time - the long haul


People ask which style is more efficient or productive. We don’t need to answer this question because the economic value of the produce under option B is usually very small. We are not trying to maximise material productivity. What this means is that it doesn’t matter much what you do. If however you really are determined to optimise your efficiency the traditional approach fits better where you have a lot of time relative to the size of the garden, while the natural/integrated approach is often more appropriate where size outstrips time. The table below summarises the effects of garden size and available time on optimum strategies.  

	   GARDEN SIZE
	TIME AVAILABLE

	
	
	HARDLY ANY
	TYPICAL
	LOTS

	
	TINY
	Bare backyard
	Urban compact design
	Ultra-intensive design

	
	MEDIUM
	Weed and water problems
	Typical suburban situation
	Suits retired/

   unemployed

	
	LARGE
	Share – or panic
	Time saving design
	Almost a smallholding


	Space-saving strategy - usually traditional/intensive approach more suitable


	Time-saving strategy - natural/integrated approach likely to be more suitable


The two approaches are not mutually exclusive and can be combined in almost any proportion. So although you may be drawn to one approach or the other, you will invariably find useful ideas in both. 

WHAT TO GROW: SOME RULES OF THUMB FOR OPTION B
Ÿ   Is there anything you can actually do better, quicker, cheaper than local commercial growers? Sometimes you have special circumstances that give you an advantage.  

Ÿ   Grow crops or varieties that you cannot buy. This widens your range: you can always get the regular stuff from the shop. Examples include sugar peas, white or yellow beetroot; yellow raspberries; celeriac; kohl rabi, radish pods, fresh coriander.

Ÿ   Grow a range of different varieties of the same crop. This not only provides variety, which stops you getting fed up with it, but spreads the harvest period because some varieties are always earlier than others. You may need to swap seeds or seedlings with other people to keep the costs down.

Ÿ   Grow things that will substitute for imported or environmentally-damaging items. Tisanes instead of tea and coffee; herbal medicines; anything likely to be air-freighted in.

Ÿ   Grow out-of-season varieties when this crop is not normally available, for example, winter-hardy varieties of radish, chicory, lettuce, mustard greens, salad onions.

Ÿ   Always do culinary herbs if you use them in cooking; they are easy, take up little space, and you can rarely buy them fresh.

Ÿ   Grow things where freshness or convenience is an overwhelming advantage: sweetcorn is a classic, but this applies to most salads, and spinach, new potatoes, peas.

Ÿ   Grow things which you and your family really like, or could get to like; for example, if they prefer runner beans to French beans, grow runners. Obvious really.

Ÿ   If you are a beginner, grow easy things in preference to difficult ones; of course this varies from one place to another, but kale, savoys, broad beans, garlic, leeks and Jerusalem artichokes are notably easy, while cauliflower, asparagus, aubergines, brussels sprouts, chinese leaves, and even peas are a bit hit-and-miss.

Ÿ   Don't bother to grow things which are available wild over the fence or within a few blocks; blackberries are probably a universal example; or mulberries from a tree the owner can't be bothered to harvest; sloes and damsons; blaeberries; crab apples; garlic mustard.

Ÿ   Grow things that can be easily stored for the off-season: root crops, apples, dried peas and beans, seeds like dill, sweet cicely, poppy seeds.

Ÿ   Specialise; become an expert in particular varieties and a local resource; swap, barter or sell your rarities.

Ÿ   Be a gene-bank.  Grow rare cultivars that are in danger of dying out: this is something really useful.

Ÿ  Grow things connected with new recipes or methods of processing that may turn a neglected crop into a desirable one. 

Ÿ  Create your own new varieties by saving seed and looking out for unusual qualities.
Ÿ Become a mini-research-station and do us all a favour by testing old garden lore to prove or disprove it once and for all. And discover new things.
You cannot actually follow all these recommendations at once, because they often contradict one another! They are intended to help you avoid blindly following traditional garden practices which arose from books written many years ago by professional gardeners with vast gardens and either all the time in the world or a team of under-gardeners. These people were growing for the market or the show, or the Big House, and imagined that their readers were just like them. Times have moved on!

POSTSCRIPT

Some directly measured statistics on 75m2 in an urban garden.

Value of crops compared with market prices for organic equivalents
Not inflation-adjusted. Capital costs amortised over ten years.
A drop in yield after the first year is common for new plots.

When everything is in place yields rise and so does return on labour.

After 10 years the set-up costs are not counted so ‘profitability’ is greater

NB 3.6% of household income is about 30% of the food budget: now that’s something.

	Year
	Gross yield £
	Yield/ha £
	All costs £
	Net yield £
	Time

Hr
	Return on labour £/hr
	% of household income

	1
	141
	18,000
	21
	120
	35
	3.45
	1.1

	2
	120
	16,000
	30
	90
	47
	1.91
	0.8

	10
	471
	39,250
	44
	427
	60
	7.12
	3.6
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