VISIT TO A MICRO FOOD FARM

It was a pleasant sunny Sunday afternoon when a group of Islington Gardeners visited two examples of home food production in small spaces. First, there was Mark Donaldson’s high density urban food garden tour, then we moved 15 minutes east to Cath Parker’s back garden to see a very compact system for growing fresh organic food on one’s doorstep - called the Micro Food Farm (MFF). The MFF was designed and built by Highbury Builders Collective (HBC) - an environmental charity based in Islington – with the objective of providing a solution for householders, schools and community groups to produce food / recycle food waste on their doorstep, regardless of whether they have access to any green space.

Cath has a very particular diet as she only eats raw food. So, making sure the types of vegetables that she consumes are as fresh as possible is a vital requirement of her diet, as she must absorb the highest amount of nutrients that her food can provide. Fresh food contains vitamins, minerals, enzymes, and fibre – but there are various nutrients and vitamins that you lose when cooking vegetables and fruits, hence harvesting ultra fresh and eating "raw" is the best for your body. 

As Cath is a new gardener – she just started growing her first crops in late October - it was important that she had a food production system that was 100% sustainable, as pest-free as possible and easy to maintain - as she is often away for weeks at a time. Having attended a MFF demonstration at Sunnyside Farmers Market last summer she thought the MFF was just the system to satisfy her requirements.

How it works

The engine of the system is the Can-O-Worms vertically stacked wormery, which processes your food waste into rich “castings” and “worm tea”. This provides a continuous nutrient stream for your growing plants perpetually – so no more expenditure on fertilisers. Islington Council generously subsidises the cost of this type of wormery to borough residents for only £30.

It takes around 12 weeks to get the wormery up to full speed when the first mature castings are ready. This is stored in a Worm Compost Bin, which has the added advantage of keeping a reserve supply of hybrid “tiger” worms - who can eat their own weight each day - in case a disaster befalls the wormery.

Components

A set of eight troughs sits on a vertical A-frame made of tanelised wood (responsibly sourced from Welsh Forests) – four in the top layer and four in the bottom layer. Each trough is copper-trimmed to prevent slug attacks. There are two capillary-fed hanging reservoir baskets for sowing trailing plants or beneficial flowers and herbs to attract prime pollinators such as bees. Two vertical Gro Pipes hang either side of the frame – allowing a further 32 plug plants to be transplanted when ready. For deep-rooted vegetables such as potatoes, onions, garlic, turnips, beans and climbing tomatoes there are three Grow Bags. One is solid for big plants, one has side pouches to maximise the use of plants embedded in it and an optional third is the strawberry spiral for summer berries. 

A 50-litre water tote with a perforated lid collects rainwater but keeps leaves out. A rain gauge indicates how much water is in the tote and a battery timer allows automatic watering times to be set. The troughs are gravity-fed by a slow-drip watering system that releases a maximum 11 litres over 36 hours through buried soaker tubes. Water “spikes”, utilising an ancient Greek technique of copper’s reaction to temperature, are also gravity fed by 2 litre recycled soft drinks bottles to keep the Gro Bags moist. A capillary roll feeds the reservoir baskets from previous rainwater stored in its base.

The system also comes with either a mini greenhouse  - complete with thermal fleece lining but not very robust to crosswinds  – or indoor propagators to get your seedlings off to a flying start in the winter months.

Food Plant Choices

Cath favours fresh herbs and many cut ‘n’ come again oriental greens to add zing to her salads. HBC provides a year’s worth of heritage seeds from a list you choose from, as these are often much richer in taste compared to commercial varieties. Mediterranean herbs, cucumbers, peppers and tomatoes sit on the very top of the frame for maximum sun, whilst all her greens are sown in the top troughs. The climbers and shade tolerant vegetables are sensibly planted in the bottom troughs. She also has a fine combination of salads and herbs sprouting from her Gro Tubes – (she really loves the tubes because they have fended off all predators so she has ordered another two!)  We also witnessed many other varieties of vegetables sprouting in a feast of multicoloured grow bags she has added to her collection! All in all, an amazing effort for a first time grower, and it shows how easy it is to learn how to grow vertically using the MFF system. If you are short on green space and would like your food totally fresh then a Micro Food Farm could be the answer to your prayers. 

Any queries just contact Liam at: info@highburybuilders.co.uk
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