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This advice has been prepared to assist the allotment societies in the London Borough of Barnet to successfully manage their allotment sites under the Council’s self management regime.   
PREPARING ALLOTMENT PLOTS
To maximise your society’s income in the long term you will need to keep the maximum area of your allotment site in productive use by letting to tenants.   Some sites have plots or areas of land which have not been used as allotments for some time and are not in an ideal condition to let.   

Apart from the financial imperative, there is a public duty to make provision for the hundreds of people who are waiting for an allotment in this borough.   Of course you will be using a proportion of your land for other purposes such as roads, parking, a trading hut, a communal bonfire site or a communal social area.   And it’s perfectly legitimate to have a communal bee hive area, communal orchard or wildlife area.   But the important thing is to recognise that when you make these choices there is not only a long term maintenance cost to these communal facilities but also an annual cost in lost income because they are not let as allotments.
There are three different situations to be found when preparing allotment land for letting:

1
Preserving Plots in Good Condition

When a cultivated allotment plot becomes vacant the easiest thing a society can do to keep it in good condition is to let it to a new tenant straight away.   Failing that, cover it with black plastic to prevent the weeds growing.   This means that the allotment society needs to spend some money on a stock of plastic sheet and have somewhere to store it.   And someone should have it as part of their role to manage this stock, laying it on and removing it from allotments as necessary.
2
Improving Neglected Plots

Where a plot has not been properly managed for a while and is covered in weeds there are several things you can do to prepare it for letting.   You can spray the weeds with glyphosate, wait a month until they die and then cover the plot with black plastic.   But if you are not going to let the plot for a while, simply covering with black plastic will produce the same result.   Black plastic will kill weeds by excluding the light much more quickly in the summer when the plants are trying to grow than in the winter when they are less vigorous.   Neglected plots can be rotavated to prepare them for cultivation but this has the danger that with some weeds such as convolvulus (bindweed), chopping it up and spreading it throughout the soil profile will rejuvenate it.   Any rubbish on neglected plots should be cleared before letting.   
3
Recovering Derelict Plots

If the plots you want to let have been out of use for a long time your society will need to clear them before they can be productively used.   Giving a seriously overgrown plot to a fit person with plenty of time on his or her hands and the knowledge of how to clear and prepare it can produce remarkable results in a short time.   Most plot holders are not like this and giving a big clearance job to a new plot holder will often result in the tenant being discouraged and the plot being abandoned.   Allotment societies should accept that they are in the business of letting useable allotments, not jungles and rubbish tips.
The problems of allotment land which has not been recently cultivated are many, varying from mature trees through scrub to pernicious weeds, and huge amounts of rubbish.   Likewise the solutions to these problems are as varied but all of them involve a lot of labour.   The Allotments Regeneration Initiative (ARI), now part of the National Allotments Society, publishes lots of ideas for dealing with problems and preparing allotments for letting in their fact sheet “Restore the Plot” at:  http://www.barnetallotments.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/ari factsheets/restoretheplot2010.pdf
Sources of labour include: 
· Your own plot holders as volunteers in an organised work party,

· Volunteers from such organisations as the Conservation Volunteers or companies with employee volunteering schemes,
· Community Payback participants from the Probation Service, and

· Contractors.   

Some societies will do a deal with the right prospective plot holder.   A person who has a lot of energy and time, and is not intimidated by an overgrown plot may be willing to undertake the clearance if he or she is given a rent free or rent reduced period.   It is important that the society assures itself that the prospective plot holder really does have the capacity to deal with the plot.   Otherwise you risk losing your new plot holder and still having an overgrown plot a year later.
If you have a large area of neglected land to recover you may well be able to obtain a grant towards the cost of those aspects best suited to contractors, especially if you are using volunteers for part of the works.
MARKETING ALLOTMENT PLOTS

Finding applicants for allotments when your society doesn’t have a waiting list is about much more than putting a notice on the gate.   You should think about how you may make your site and the available plots attractive to applicants, and how you can support new plot holders, as well as how you can promote the availability of plots.   Simple promotional methods include a notice at the site gate, notices in the windows of local shops, a leaflet drop to houses in surrounding streets, a site open day for the local community or a newspaper article.   The ARI publishes an excellent fact sheet “Promote the Plot” with lots of ideas on promoting allotments and attracting and keeping tenants at: http://www.barnetallotments.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/ari factsheets/promotetheplot2010.pdf
MANAGING THE WAITING LIST
The lease requires that the society keeps a waiting list of applicants for plots with the date of application to the list for each applicant.   If your society has a very long waiting list where new applicants may typically expect to wait for several years before being allocated a plot, then it would be prudent to check each year the continuing wish of each applicant to remain on the waiting list.
Apart from a person’s name, contact details, whether he or she is a resident of the Borough and what date the entry was made on the waiting list, you may also want to record other information which will influence the allocation of a plot.   This might include practical and professional skills, gardening experience and anything else your society considers relevant.   One question you may want to ask is whether an applicant has held an allotment before and if so on which site and when and why he or she ceased holding the allotment.   

All of this application information should be recorded on a standard form.   You may want to consider getting the applicant to complete, sign and date the form, in which case it would be prudent to insert a note to the effect that dishonest statements may lead to the termination of the letting without compensation.   The reason for this is that plot holders who have been removed from one site for misbehaviour may well try to get a plot elsewhere without being frank about the facts and giving the lettings officer an opportunity to speak to his counterpart on the previous site. 
The ARI has published a fact sheet on Managing Waiting Lists at 

http://www.barnetallotments.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/ari factsheets/managingwaitinglists2011.pdf
There is a model allotment application form at the end of this paper.

Part of any society’s waiting list should be for existing plot holders who want to increase their area of cultivated land.   And every society will need to have a policy for how it gives priority to the aspirations of existing and prospective plot holders.
ALLOCATING PLOTS

Some people assume that all allotments are let to the people on the waiting list in the order in which they joined the list.   Some sites do operate this way or have done in the past.   But the new lease requires that preference is given to residents of the London Borough of Barnet.   The lease does not prohibit other factors being taken into account so that, for example, a large neglected plot is not necessarily let to a less able candidate or to one with limited leisure time simply because they live in Barnet.   Similarly, some societies already give a degree of preference to applicants who have desired practical skills (such as joinery or electrical), professional skills (such as legal or book keeping), or gardening skills.   Equally, societies may wish to consider which of the top few candidates on the waiting list might be best suited to the various plots available in terms of their experience and other relevant factors, rather that adopting a rigid first-come-first-served approach.   However, it is illegal and contrary to the lease to select on the basis of age, disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy, maternity, religion or belief, ethnic origin, or sexual orientation.
Variable Plot Sizes

The standard allotment plot is generally regarded as one of 10 poles or c250m2.   But there is nothing sacred about this size and people vary widely in their need to grow food, their ability to garden and their aspirations.   Your society can meet the needs of a wider segment of the community by offering plots of different sizes and being willing to increase or reduce the area as a plot holders capacity varies over time.
JOINT TENANCIES

Many tenants have regular help from other people such as partners, children, parents or friends.   Often such people will put in as much time as the tenant and over many years, and contributing to helping run the site and society.   In these circumstances they have a strong moral claim to be treated equally with the tenant.
Societies need a mechanism for creating joint tenancies and for transforming single tenancies into joint ones and vice versa.   This will allow two or more people of any relationship to acquire a joint tenancy or convert a single tenancy into a joint one or a joint one into a single one as their circumstances change.   
Sharers and Helpers

A husband may help his wife on her plot over many years, putting in as much time as her and making his own contribution to running the site and the society.   If she were to suffer an incapacitating disability or death it would hardly be just if the society excluded him and let his wife’s plot to the next person on the waiting list.   
In some cases, an allotment holder may share the work on his or her plot with a friend but neither of them wishes to establish a joint tenancy, or perhaps the society’s policies preclude it.   As noted above, the society will need to ensure that such people are treated justly when the allotment holder gives up the plot and the sharer wants to continue.   This may be particularly the case where a friend or relative has been helping an older or less able allotment holder for some sustained period.   As the ARI paper on Managing Waiting Lists recommends, it would be appropriate for the society to keep a record of such established sharers and helpers so that they may be given an opportunity to take over the plot on the departure of the tenant if they have a fair claim to it.

Bereavements

When an allotment holder dies, the allotment tenancy terminates after such period as the tenancy agreement may specify.   For example, the BAF model terms of tenancy states:

35
In the event of the death of the tenant, the tenancy shall terminate [3 months/6 months/at the end of the rent year] after the date of death except that the tenancy may be terminated sooner by agreement with the Society. 

A number of allotment societies however routinely give the next of kin of the deceased allotment holder first refusal on a new tenancy of the plot, as a mark of respect and sympathy.   Experience suggests that many families value this gesture whether or not they take it up, especially if they worked (or as children played) on the allotment.

Tenancy Rules

Some societies won’t allow joint tenancies but this is usually for their own administrative convenience, and it risks treating plot sharers unjustly as described above.   

BAF’s issued a paper on Tenancy Agreements and Rules, available here: http://barnetallotments.org.uk/self-management.   Whilst not specifically dealing with the issue of joint tenancies, the model rules in that paper do not prevent the society from having a policy towards joint tenancies and societies are recommended to do so.   There is a model policy attached to this paper which will form a framework for dealing with joint tenancies and there is no reason why this cannot be adapted to form part of the tenancy rules if the society desires this.   

Those societies which offer a discount for specific categories of tenancy, such as those over 60 years, will have to decide and incorporate into their rules a method of handling such discounts.   Are they to be applied to the whole of a plot rent which has three joint tenants?   Or is only one third of the rent to be discounted in this case?   Or is there to be no discount unless all the joint tenants qualify?

In the event that the society decides to take action against an unsatisfactory tenant it will have to decide whether the offence attaches to only one of the joint tenants or all of them.   There is more on this topic in the paper Problems with Tenants available here: http://barnetallotments.org.uk/self-management.
Risk of Abuse

There is a danger in having a too flexible policy towards joint tenancies which would allow the concept of joint tenancy to be abused as a device for queue jumping.   For example, an adjacent house holder may hold a single tenancy over the plot next to his garden fence and have a private gate in his fence to give access to the plot.   He may decide to sell his house and see the offer of an allotment plot as a means of improving his house value.   One day he introduces his “friend”, the prospective house buyer with whom he has just exchanged contracts, to the society and converts his single tenancy to a joint tenancy.   A month later when the new house owner occupies the house he informs the society that the previous allotment tenant has resigned from the tenancy and he is now the sole tenant.   Clearly this is no more than a device to jump the waiting list and the previous tenant has been dealing with the plot as though he had a legal interest in it, something which is expressly prohibited in the society’s lease and the tenancy rules derived from the lease.
This risk of abuse can be controlled if the society’s rules allow single tenancies to be converted to joint tenancies only where the existing and additional tenants have registered with the society their wish to be joint tenants and then spent, for example, a minimum of a year working the plot together, both contributing a similar amount of time.
Joint Tenants as Society Members

In clause 3(26) and schedule 5 the Council’s lease requires that all allotment holders are members of the allotment society and able to vote at general meetings of the society and stand in the elections held by the committee.   This requirement and the attached rights apply to every plot holder including each individual joint tenant.
MANAGING NON CULTIVATION
It is of the essence of an allotment agreement that the plot is to be cultivated and the lack of cultivation is the most common reason for terminating a tenancy.   But before the issue of termination is considered allotment societies should be supporting a struggling tenant to overcome the problem.   Is the tenant simply ignorant of how to manage a plot and needing a little advice?   Is a new tenant failing to get on top of an overgrown allotment and in need of some assistance, or just a sheet of black plastic for the half of the plot he or she is not going to cultivate in his first year?   Is an elderly tenant not as energetic as he or she used to be and in need of a sympathetic discussion about giving up part of the plot?   Has a tenant got temporary medical or family problems which are taking time and energy?   Or is the situation one where tenants think the rules don’t apply to them and that they can run the plot as a children’s playground and barbecue area?   These different situations should each be handled appropriately.   Your society should be clear and consistent in deciding what constitutes non cultivation and should consider putting its definition into its rules.   
There are two key points in handling a problem of non-cultivation:

· Prevention is better than cure.   A bit of advice and help to an allotment holder before a plot gets out of control can save a lot of aggravation and work later on in dealing with a disgruntled tenant and a derelict plot.

· Be objective, impartial and fair when tackling non-cultivation.   What if it was your allotment – how would you expect to be treated?

There is an excellent fact sheet published by ARI on Managing Non Cultivation with some useful discussion on cultivation standards and definitions.   
http://www.barnetallotments.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/ari factsheets/managingnoncultivation2011.pdf
BAF has published a paper on the Problems with Tenants including non-cultivation and which is available here: http://barnetallotments.org.uk/self-management.
Andrew Brown, BAF Support Officer
Appendix 1 - MODEL APPLICATION FORM FOR AN ALLOTMENT

Name of Society
Name of Allotment Site

Title and Full Name of Applicant 

Home Address inc postcode 

Is this address in the London Borough of Barnet?
YES / NO

If “no” give name of local authority 

Correspondence Address if different 

E-mail Address 

Give an e-mail address if at all possible as most routine correspondence is sent by e-mail.

Tel Home _____________________ Work _____________________ Mobile 

What professional and practical skills do you have? 

All allotment tenants are required to contribute to the running of the society and/or the allotment site and we aim to find appropriate jobs which match your skills, aptitude and aspirations.
Previous experience of gardening? 

Your reasons for wanting an allotment? 


What factors affect the time you can devote to an allotment, eg full time work, family, retirement? 


Are you or any member of your household an allotment tenant now or have been in the past?
YES / NO
If “yes” give details of dates, person, site and local authority 

Inaccurate answers may lead to the allotment tenancy being terminated without compensation.
Signature ____________________________________ Date ____________________________________
When completed please e-mail this form to ********************* 

(or print and post to ****************************************************************)

Appendix 2 – MODEL POLICY FOR JOINT TENANCIES

The society allows joint tenancies for allotment plots as well as individual tenancies.   
Joint tenancies may be held by two or more people of any relationship.
Joint tenancies may be issued when the tenancy is commenced or single tenancies may be converted to joint tenancies.   Similarly joint tenancies can be converted to single tenancies.   People may be added or removed from a joint tenancy.   The mechanism for making changes to a tenancy is to withdraw the existing tenancy and issue a new one to the changed tenants.
Existing tenancies may not have additional people added to the tenancy except as follows.   The existing tenant must register with the society’s lettings secretary the wish to add one or more named additional tenants.   The prospective additional tenant(s) must cultivate the plot with the existing tenant(s), contributing similar amounts of work for a minimum of one year, and during that time contribute to running the society and the site.   (This “probationary” period is to control the abuse of joint tenancy as a means of jumping the waiting list.) 
All joint tenants must sign the allotment tenancy agreement.
Joint tenants are each required to fulfil the duties of tenancy including being members of the society and contributing to the running of the society and/or the allotment site.
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