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Foreword

“Both public and scientific attention has been captured by the

issues surrounding our constant use of plastic in almost every

aspect of our modern-day lives, and the consequences this 

may be having on both the environment and human health. 

This document is an important first step in tackling the issues surrounding the use of

plastic in horticulture. It is one of the first documents of its kind in the UK allotment

sector and it is another shining example of the forward-thinking residents we have

here in Bristol. I would like to applaud all of the contributing authors, particularly 

Lucy who has worked tirelessly to develop this strategy and bring it to fruition. 

As an environmental chemist, this topic is something that is dominating my current

research and am extremely passionate about. I am looking forward to being able to

interact with members of the H&DAA so together we can understand more about the

impacts of plastic in soils and thereby helping to improve the health of allotments.

H&DAA members - you should be proud trail-blazers in this fight!”

Dr Charlotte Lloyd
Royal Society Dorothy Hodgkin Research Fellow, School of Chemistry, University of Bristol



People are still drawn to allotment life

whether motivated by growing their own,

meeting people, reducing the environmental

footprint of their food or seizing the

opportunity to get closer to nature and

escape the hecticness of modern life.  

During its teenage years the association will

have witnessed the birth of the plastics

industry in the thirties. As the decades have

passed our society has grown increasingly

reliant upon plastics. While these materials

have undeniably brought about positive

change to many lives the flipside has been

the emerging environmental cost. In 2017 the

BBC’s Blue Planet was a watershed moment,

bringing into sharp relief the destructive

impact of plastic litter on our ocean life. 

This tipping point has catalysed a wave of

activity from the grass roots community-

level up to national government. High profile

campaigns are focused on the eradication of

single use plastics and efforts to bring about

Introduction

Horfield & District Allotments Association has survived for one

hundred years - through two world wars, huge social and

technological change, and the coming and going of growing trends. 

With over 500 members today, the thousands who have gone before us have

left a legacy of hard-worked soil, a vibrant community and a resilient

allotments association. 



transformative change, particularly in the

food and drinks industry. 

On the small screen Monty Don of BBC’s

Gardeners’ World is leading the charge on

plastics use in horticulture. The humble plant

pot has become emblematic of this

challenge, with an estimated 500 million

pots in use every year. 

Consumer pressure for environmentally-

friendly alternatives is building while

industry initiatives are bringing 100%

recycled, 100% recyclable pots to the

marketplace. Both the RHS and the National

Trust are taking steps to reduce their plastics

waste across their operations and investigate

alternative products.

Our Centenary Community History Project

revealed the association’s proud history of

campaigning work. Responding to the

challenges of their day, H&DAA committee

members worked passionately to identify,

acquire and protect food growing land for

Bristol’s population and future generations.

Today, this ethos continues and we are keen

to understand better our dependency upon

plastics and to find ways to reduce our

plastic footprint. This strategy is our

response to this modern challenge. 

‘With an estimated 500 million

pots in use every year.’



During our allotment year it’s more than

likely that our soil and plants will come into

contact with plastic at some point. We may

raise seedlings in plastic seed trays, pot on

using a Russian doll of plastic pots, protect

our young crops with plastic cloches, use

plastic mesh as our crop matures, and finally

put our plot to bed with a plastic sheet.  

We may water our crops using rainwater

collected in a plastic water butt, and apply

home-made liquid feeds brewed in a plastic

bucket. Taking care of the plastics we already

have prolongs their useful life. Often these

plastics are used time and time again giving

many years of service. In some instances,

these plastics will be also be secondhand

or repurposed objects which started life as

something completely different. 

When we buy new products, they may be

made from virgin oil-based plastics, 100%

recycled plastics or new bioplastics. At the

end of their useful life, many plastic-based

Plastics & 
Food Growing

It only takes a short walk around our allotments to see the variety

of ways we use plastics in our food growing. 

Plastic sheets clothe our polytunnels and carpet the ground, plant pot mountains

and ‘dalek’ composters pepper pot the land while netted cages of every possible

configuration protect our fruit and brassicas. Our sheds also conceal a multitude

of sins including bundles of old compost bags and jumbled stashes of netting,

plastic hoops and home-made cloches. 



products become waste even if they are

technically recyclable.  

With allotments being one of the last

bastions of individuality, not surprisingly

there are many shades of grey to our plastics

use. Some allotmenteers will already be

growing with less plastic than most, a few

may even be plastic-free. This may be

unconsciously, accidentally or by design. 

Raising plants in outdoor seed beds will

negate the use of trays and pots. Bought or

home-made plant pots using newspaper,

cardboard or fibre will bio-degrade when

planted directly into the soil. 

Companion planting, using natural pest

control and sound horticultural practices will

produce robust plants and prevent the build

up of unwanted pests, reducing the need for

plastic barriers to control them.

Finally suppressing weeds and over-

wintering beds using natural mulches

and green manures rather than plastic

sheets, will also add nutrients and provide

wildlife habitats. 

‘Some allotmenteers will already be 

growing with less plastic than most, 

a few may even be plastic-free.’



There are growing concerns about how

microplastics and chemicals released from

plastics (or their additives) may affect

people, as little is known yet about their

impact on health.  

The intensification of plastics use in

agriculture e.g. silage covers, greenhouse film

and tunnels is triggering similar concerns

about how ‘agriplastics’ may affect soil

health, the food chain and ecosystems.

On our allotments it’s not uncommon to find

small fragments of plastic in our soil

sometimes recognisable as strips of woven

plastic mulches, degraded hard plastics or

perished compost bags. 

We might also be inadvertently adding

plastic to our compost heaps when we

discard our tea bags. The majority of tea

bags have plastic-sealed edges with some

brands switching to bioplastics.

However we need to take care when

disposing of bioplastics which can be either

plant-based or biodegradable conventional

plastic. ‘Compostable’ bioplastics such as

takeaway food boxes actually require

processing in an industrial composter under

New
Challenges

Studies are revealing the growing problem of tiny particles of plastic,

or microplastics which have become widespread across the planet. 

Created by the disintegration of plastic litter and other sources such as synthetic

fibres, these particles have been found in the air, land and sea. 



intense heats. These need to be discarded of

in our dustbins until there are local 

facilities available. The same is true for tea

bags containing small amounts of

bioplastics, commonly made from corn-

starch. Confusingly these can be labelled

as ‘plastic-free’.

Products labelled as ‘home compostable’ like

plant-based cellophane are suitable for the

compost heap. These can still take months

to biodegrade though and need a pretty

warm compost heap of about 20-30oC.

All bioplastics have the potential to become

litter in the same way as oil-based plastics

if they aren’t disposed of properly.

‘We might be inadvertently adding

plastic to our compost heaps

when we discard our tea bags.’

Products certified to be 

industrially compostable

Products suitable

for home composting



OUR USE OF PLASTIC - we will work

with our members to undertake an audit

of plastics use across all our sites

investigating the performance of

alternative materials, existing barriers

to change and horticultural techniques

which avoid their use.

We’ll seek evidence from our members on

plastics usage, using a traditional survey

sent out with our annual newsletter and an

online Survey. We’ll invite Bristol-based

expert Livvy Drake from Sustainable

Sidekicks to run a reuse workshop. 

This would use various techniques to explore

the reuse challenge with members and

introduce behavioural change theories such

as EAST – Easy, Attractive, Social and Timely.

Our TEN
Initiatives

This strategy sets out a series of ten initiatives which we

will embark upon over the next two years with the support

of our members and other key partners:
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REDUCE, REUSE, RECyCLE – we will

work with our members to establish

priorities for reducing the plastics we

buy, reusing the plastics we already have

and recycling responsibly.

We’ll explore priorities for the 3 R’s with our

members which may include setting specific

targets for particular plastics or plastics-

based products. 

We will create a red (avoid), amber (think),

green (choose) traffic light system which will

take into account the ‘cradle-to-grave’

environmental impacts of these plastics.

Knowing our PETs from our HDPEs, and our

PPs from our PVCs will be key to this process. 

We’d like to work with Bristol Waste to

understand the recyclability of widely used

plastics and new products coming onto the

market, exploring any opportunities for

increased recycling rates. We’ll invite them for

a tour of our sites. 

Recycling companies also offer a pay-per-

pallet service which could provide an

alternative recycling route for plant pots until

appropriate infrastructure is available.  

Polyethylene terephthalate

e.g. water bottle cloches

High density polyethylene

e.g. watering cans 

Polyvinyl chloride 

e.g. white water pipe hoops

LDPE/MDPE (low/medium

density polyethylene) 

e.g. LDPE - compost bags, 

MDPE - blue water pipe hoops

Polypropylene 

e.g. plant pots

Polystyrene

e.g. bedding plant trays

Other 

e.g. large water 

cooler bottles
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RAISING AWARENESS – we will raise

awareness of the impacts of plastics use

in food growing at community events,

through arts projects and signposting

information using different channels.  

We’ll update our members regularly on the

implementation of this strategy. FAQs, tips

and advice on plastics use will be posted on

our website and Facebook page. 

To maximise social media impact, timely

posts will be scheduled to tie-in with events

such as Plastics Free July and Green Great

Britain Week. 

Community arts projects for showcasing at

our Spring Fair could include plastic flower

pot men & scarecrow competitions. 

We’ll also use more traditional channels such

as our annual newsletter, AGM, notice boards,

mailshots and posters on site gates.

‘Tips and advice

on plastics use

will be posted on

our website’
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FOOD GROWING & REUSE COMMUNITIES

– we will work with local and national

organisations to support existing

initiatives and co-create new ones.

We’ll work with Bristol City Council’s

Allotments Team to share the ambitions set

out in this strategy and explore changes that

could be made to tenancy agreements to

stimulate positive change. 

The sustainability aims set out in their

Allotments Strategy include encouraging

community projects, recycling opportunities

and wildlife-friendly plots.  The Hotwells &

District Allotments Association already have

an Environmental Policy to minimise the

impact of the association and its members.

We’ll explore joint initiatives with local

partners - the Bristol Food Network, the City

Farms and the Bristol Reuse Campaign on

efforts to reduce plastics use in food

growing and the reuse of horticultural

products. We’ll register our plastics initiatives

with Going for Gold – a Bristol-wide bid to

be recognised as a Gold Sustainable Food

City for the postive changes communities are

making to the food system. 

We will also aim to secure grant funding to

support this implementation of this strategy.

We’ll encourage the sharing of inspiring

action on social media using the new

#plasticfreegrowing. We’d also like to work

with national organisations such as the RHS,

the National Allotment Society and the Soil

Association using our voice to help

accelerate change in the horticultural sector.

‘We’ll explore

joint initiatives

with local

partners’
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HORTICULTURAL SUPPLIERS &

RETAILERS – we will help our

members to make informed decisions

when buying horticultural supplies, talk

to our suppliers about reducing plastics

waste and explore options for bulk

purchasing of plastic-free products. 

We’ll pilot a list of queries which members

can use to ask online retailers, local

nurseries and garden centres questions

about their products. These questions will

explore marketing claims about recyclability,

the life span of products and use of plastic

packaging (especially when buying online).

We’ll generate Frequently Asked Questions on

our website using any useful replies which

members share with us. 

We’ll establish if there is sufficient demand

from members to warrant bulk buying of

plastic-free products by the association. 

We’ll contact Ashley Down Allotment Shop

who may be interested in stocking popular

plastic-free products.

We’ll talk to suppliers who make regular

compost and manure deliveries to site about

options for reducing waste from plastic bags. 

‘We will help

our members to

make informed

decisions.’
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COMMUNAL FACILITIES & PRACTICAL

SUPPORT – we will provide additional

onsite facilities and run practical

training courses to help reduce our

plastics use, including a new plastics-

free demonstration plot. 

We’ll ask members whether they need any

additional training to help reduce their

plastics footprint. This could include

workshops on preparing outdoor seed beds,

building timber pallet composters and hand

tool repair. We’ll invite the Bristol Repair Café

to hold a workshop in the Golden Hill

Balehouse. 

The association already provides communal

supplies which help to reduce plastics use.

Members can borrow an electric strimmer,

buy compost by the barrowload and have

regular access to free mulch. We will work

with members to identify shareable spaces

next to hauling ways for tipper load

deliveries to reduce plastic bag waste.

Resurrecting old traditions, we’d like to see

if there is enough support to create a

plastics-free demonstration plot on one of

our overgrown plots. We’ll explore setting-up

a community volunteering project to

transform the plot.

Working with Golden Hill Community Garden

we’ll invite local businesses to be sponsors

and recruit volunteers from our members,

local schools and colleges. 

The plot will be used to trial the performance

of plastics alternatives and showcase

plastics-free horticultural practices.

‘We’d like to 

see if there is

enough support

to create a

plastics-free

demonstration

plot.’
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NATURAL PEST CONTROL – we will work

with our members and conservation

volunteers to increase wildlife habitats

for natural predators on our plots and

across our sites, reducing plastics use

for crop protection.

We’ll talk to members to investigate our

most common pests such as slugs and

pigeons, exploring the ways plot holders are

controlling these allotment foes naturally

(with and without plastics). 

We’ll update our website to include the top

ten ways that members can use natural pest

control on their plots.

We’ll establish priorities for our allotment

friends including insects, frogs, hedgehogs,

song birds and slow worms. 

We’ll investigate ways of working with

our members, local groups and schools

to create a network of habitats to meet

these priorities. 

We’ll continue our hedgerow conservation

programme which provides vital food and

shelter for many of these animals. 

‘We will work to

increase wildlife

habitats for

natural

predators.’
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SHARING SURPLUS – we will work with

our members, neighbours and local

partners to explore initiatives for reuse

including trialling an onsite reuse hub

for surplus plastics and investigating

match-making opportunities. 

We’ll review the different routes members

have taken to share and reuse plastics or

plastic-based products including placing ads

on Gumtree, Bristol Freegle and the 

NextDoor app. Other potential avenues

include supplying plant pots in bulk to local

schools, gardening groups and local growers. 

There are local nurseries and garden centres

who reuse donated pots themselves or pass

them onto local groups.

We’ll trial an onsite reuse hub, initially for

plant pots. This will allow members to drop

off any unwanted plant pots to a dedicated

bay or help themselves to those they need.

We’ll ask members to only donate pots in

good condition and make sure that they are

soil free.  By monitoring how this scheme

works we can hopefully extend it to cover

other items and overcome any pitfalls

we may encounter. 

We’ll find out what horticultural supplies such

as plant pots and seed trays new members

need when joining the association. We will

try to source these from our existing

members either as donations or on loan.

‘We’ll trial 

an onsite reuse

hub, initially for

plant pots .’
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SOIL HEALTH & HUMAN HEALTH– we

will work with researchers to better

understand the potential impacts of

plastics use on soil systems and 

human health.

We’ll support the University of Bristol’s

Chemistry Department in their research into

the effects of plastics usage on soil

chemistry and food growing.  

This research will look into the use of

polytunnels and plastic mulches, and

compare and contrast plots which have a

long history of plastics use versus those

which are plastics-free.

We’ll use the outcomes of this research to

provide advice for our members on the

‘invisible’ chemical pollution which may leach

from plastic products in their original or

degraded form.

‘Research into the

effects of plastics

usage on soil

chemistry and

food growing.’
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MICROPLASTICS & PLASTICS LITTER –

we will work with our members to

reduce the build-up of plastics litter in

our soil and hold annual clean-up

parties.

We’ll encourage members to bag-up any

small plastic fragments they find as they

work their plots, rather than leaving them to

degrade further in the soil. 

We’ll seek advice from Bristol Waste on how

to dispose of this litter responsibly. 

We’ll encourage members to check whether

their favourite brand of tea uses plastic-

sealed bags before discarding them on the

compost heap.

We’ll investigate which horticultural products

pose the greatest risk for generating

microplastics and share this advice with our

members. 

We’ll organise our version of the annual

beach clean. We’ll seek advice from Bristol

Avon Surfers Against Sewage and Bristol

Waste on the best way to run these events

and the appropriate disposal of plastics litter. 

‘We’ll organise

our version of

the annual

beach clean.’
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This strategy has the support of the H&DAA
committee. Our aim is to empower over 500
plot holders to take positive steps in
reducing their plastics footprint, and by
working with others help create the right
conditions for change.

Without doubt additional funding will be
needed to deliver this strategy, some
initiatives may need to wait in the wings,
others we can begin  tomorrow. 

Whatever happens, we know that we
will be able to draw upon a band of
enthusiastic volunteers and Bristol’s
maverick spirit for doing things differently. 

Closing
Remarks

Plastics perform many important jobs for urban growers being

versatile, lightweight, durable and affordable. However we know that

this convenience and multi-functionality comes at a price.  

As an association we believe that we can reduce our reliance upon plastics, through

buying alternatives, looking after and reusing what we already have, and

responsibly recycling any plastics which has ceased their useful life. We also need

to get a better grasp of microplastics and ‘invisible’ chemical pollution and play

our role in reducing the build-up of plastic residues in our soil.



We are indebted to the wealth of information
that is available on the internet and beyond
which has allowed us to immerse ourselves
in the world of plastics. 

Special attention is drawn to the following:
BBC Gardeners’ World, BBC News, Bristol
Waste Company, Bristol Reuse Campaign,
Bristol 24/7, British Plastics Federation, City
to Sea, DEFRA, Environmental Investigation
Agency, Garden Organic, Horticultural Trades
Association, recyclenow, RHS, Sustainable
Sidekicks, The Guardian, The Lancet
Planetary Health, The National Trust, WRAP
& Practical Home Gardening Illustrated 1949.
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