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IVING in a flat or
duplex in the city may
be convenient and cut
the commute to work,

but it also means you don’t get
a chance to exercise your
green fingers as you would if
you had a garden. Many city
dwellers say they miss the
satisfaction of digging,
planting and watering, and a
garden also means you can
grow your own vegetables,
trimming your grocery
budget. 

Nature lover
Steve
Haskins,
who lives in
a flat in Durban
North, experienced the
frustration of not being
able to tend a garden and,
realising he was not alone, set
about finding a solution. He
formed a growers’ club, based
on the allotment system that
is popular overseas, in which
a plot of land is made
available for non-commercial
gardening and for growing
food plants. His club is fast
becoming a hit with city
dwellers.

Located in Assagay in the
Shongweni Valley, on Heidi’s
Farm, the Grow-’n-Go club is
a half-hour drive from
Durban, not far from
Hillcrest’s Old Main Road. 

“Most of us have little or
no experience in this but we
have a desire to grow our own
vegetables, herbs and
flowers,” says Steve. 

Members grow what they
like to eat – one has carrots,
leeks, brinjals and rhubarb,
while another is tending
spinach and chard and red
peppers. Yet another has a
plot with an appetising mix of
tea tree, royal basil and
Chinese vegetables. Runner
beans climb up a frame in one
garden, with winter peas
underneath in another area. 

“It is good to experiment
and if someone is new 
to gardening, more 
experienced gardeners are

willing to give advice.”
Vegetables are grown

organically, with natural
insect repellents, such as
marigolds and wild garlic,
keeping pests at bay. There are
ingenious methods of keeping
pests away – one member has
tin foil plates suspended on
string to deter curious geese.

The farm is alongside the
Madwala Nature Reserve so
buck, butterflies and birdlife
add to the picturesque
landscape.

Membership fees are based
on the size of the plot, from

50m2 to 100m2, and members
can share a plot if they

wish. A small cottage
doubles as a

clubhouse for
members and

there is access
to staff for

anyone who
needs help. 

Philippe Renaud and
Noelene Nassi are two happy
growers who are reaping
benefits and tasty vegetables.

“We live in the next valley
and for the past four years we
have struggled to grow
vegetables at home,” says
Philippe. 

“We have limited growing
space, which is shaded by
trees and a troop of monkeys
visits us daily, so growing food
has been a difficult and
frustrating process.

“Since we started planting
on the allotment we have
harvested lettuce, cucumber,
spring onions, courgettes,
radish, beans, carrots,
cauliflower, cabbage, peppers,
potatoes, tomatoes, mealies,
leeks, beetroot, spinach,
various herbs and also
peanuts – all organically
grown in just 50 square
metres.”

Jared Rowling, who works
in IT, and his wife, Portia, a
musician with the band Nje,
live with their daughter
Kassia, 4, in a flat on Durban’s
Berea. They found that flat-
dwelling robbed them of the

enjoyment of gardening and
growing vegetables, so a year
ago they became part of the
growers’ club. 

They have two plots
totalling 200m2 and have
planted peas, beans, cabbage
and cauliflower for the winter
months. At other times of the

year they harvest lettuce,
tomatoes, green peppers,
courgettes, carrots, brinjals
and potatoes.

They have an extensive
herb garden and as both are
foodies, cooking well at home
and eating out, these are put
to good use.

“We go up at least once a
week, usually on a Sunday for
several hours and we love it,”
says Jared. 

“Kassia enjoys it too and
we have bought her tools, too,
so she can learn the joy of
growing vegetables.”

Monique Riekert, a student

nurse, and her husband,
Morgan, an artist, have
been growing
vegetables since
September. They
live in a garden
cottage in Umbilo,
Durban, but space is
limited and both love

gardening and growing.
“We also wanted our son

Erin, 5, to learn where food
comes from,” Monique said. 

“Many children think
vegetables come from shops
and do not realise they come

from the ground.
“I have also learnt

about seasonal
produce. Most
vegetables in
supermarkets are
available all year

round and we have
lost a sense of what is

seasonal. I have had to
research which plants are
grown in which seasons and I
have loved doing that. We have
planted our winter crops –
cabbage, carrot, potatoes and
other vegetables. 

“We go to the allotment at
least once a week and Erin
gets so excited when we do. It
provides a good balance to our
lives – it is work, but not
‘work’. We love it.”

 For more information,
visit www.go-n-grow.co.za or
call Steve at 082 296 3692.

An allotment project just half
an hour from Durban is
enabling flat-dwellers and city
types to grow vegetables and
herbs and providing a
welcome escape to the
country, writes Lindsay Ord

Philippe Renaud and Noelene Nassi grow most of the vegetables
they eat in their 50m2 garden plot.

Getting back to their roots

Monique Riekert and 5-year-old Erin pull carrots in the shade of runner beans.

Jared, Portia and Kassia
Rowling have some fun amid
broad beans and peas.

Steve Haskins, co-ordinator of the growers’ club, and Janita Stievenart, transplant wild garlic, a natural insect repellent.

DIARY DATES
 A COURSE hosted by the Botanical
Society of South Africa on snake
bites will present the facts.  

Snake-bite victim Ingrid D’Eathe
will recount her experience, snake
expert Pat McKrill will show how to
minimise your risk and tell you what
to do in the case of an encounter
with a snake and anaesthetist 
Dr Jenna Taylor will advise on what
to do if you are bitten.

The course will be held in the
Durban Botanic Gardens Visitors
Centre on Sunday, May 18, at 2.30pm.

The cost, including refreshments,
is R90 for BotSoc members and
Friends of Botanic Gardens, and
R120 for non-members, R40 for
students. 

Bookings: botsoc-kzn@mweb.co.za
or 031 201 5111.
 Animaltalk magazine will host a

screening of The Legends of Oz to
raise funds for Cats
Cradle@Harmony Hills animal
shelter. 

The movie tells of a young girl
whose home town is devastated in a
tornado and who journeys to a
troubled, magical land where 
she helps unite its people against the
evil Jester who has taken over.

The screening will take place at
Shelly Centre, Uvongo, South Coast,
on Thursday, May 22, at 7.30pm for
7.45pm.

Entrance fee is a donation and/or
item such as tins or dry food,
blankets, toys, treats – anything a
homeless pet in a shelter would need. 

Tickets are limited and need to be
pre-booked. Contact Claudia at
claudia@panorama.co.za – Lifestyle
Reporter

HOW much does your dog
impact the environment?

A lot, according to
sustainable-living gurus
Brenda and Robert Vale. In
their book, Time To Eat The
Dog, a medium-size dog’s
environmental impact is
about double that of an SUV. 

Dog lovers and
environmental analysts
dismissed the claim, but the
controversy offers a lesson in
the meaning of green living

and how our pets fit into it.
Some lump

environmentalism with an
interest in organic
agriculture, “natural”
products and artisanal foods.
In fact, green living and
“natural” living are separate –
often contradictory –
lifestyles, and nowhere is this
more evident than in how we
feed our dogs.

Take the Vales’s claim. The
main reason it was
controversial was because of
how the Vales calculated the
impact of dog food. They
estimated a medium dog
consumed about 85g of meat
and 156g of cereal a day, then
claimed it took about 0.8ha of
land to produce the calories
found in that amount of dog

food. They then estimated an
SUV, driven 9 978km a year,
required 55.1 gigajoules of
energy annually. (This
includes the energy required
to build the vehicle.) That
amount of energy can be
produced on 0.4ha of land.

This calculation assumes
calories that go into dog food
are produced for the sole
purpose of feeding dogs.
Many of those calories are 
by-products of human food
production. In a green sense,
they are almost freebies.

Analysts struggle with this
concept.
Cows
produce
lots of
different
products,

such as meat, milk and
leather. While dividing up the
animal’s impact among those
products by weight is
convenient, it’s not a fair
reflection of reality.

There are many
parts of an animal
that you don’t
wish to eat. A
good portion of
this ends up in
animal food.

It doesn’t make sense
to assign a cow’s green-
house gases to dog food on a
kilo-for-kilo equivalence with

human food. Dog food is a 
by-product of livestock
production, not the purpose.
There’s no scientific or
objective way to allocate the
environmental impacts. Even
experts differ in approaches.
The Vales’s approach isn’t

necessarily wrong, 

it’s a bit misleading.
As long as we produce

animals for human food and
refuse to eat non-traditional
body parts, we have to do
something with the 

by-products.
But, many humans

decline to feed these 
by-products to their pets.

Many up-market brands
brag about the absence of

by-products in their offerings. 
We have come to think of

our dogs as family members.
It’s important to remember,
however, that dogs are

biologically not the same as
humans. 

Consider evolutionary
history. Your dog’s ancient
ancestor was a wolf that
prowled around the outside of
human encampments, waiting
for humans to dispose of
unwanted nutrients such as
gristle, ligaments and even
faeces. 

Given enough time, your
dog would eat your dead body.
These creatures are not picky.
They have even diverged
genetically from the wolf in
ways that make them better at

digesting scraps.
Our dogs are doing us a

favour by eating the unwanted
by-products of our own food
system. If we deny ourselves
this benefit, we will have to
raise cattle, sheep and pigs for
the sole purpose of feeding
them to dogs. That would
make dogs into a luxury.

Don’t make Fido into an
unnecessary burden on the
planet. – Washington Post

Gourmet dog food
isn’t necessarily
better for your dog or
for the planet, writes
Brian Palmer

What carbon paw-print does your best friend leave behind?
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