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that will accept regular plastic bags. Greenhouse panes
� which are usually made of glass or the much sturdier
option of polycarbonate � obviously don�t need to be
replaced, as long as they don�t get damaged.

Selecting a location 
Once you�ve got your heart set on owning a
polytunnel, your first point of contact shouldn�t be a
supplier of one but rather your local council�s planning
department. The chances are you won�t require
permission for most domestic tunnels but the rules
vary throughout the country.

If you�re planning on putting a polytunnel up on
an allotment, then it pays to be persuasive � not only
will you need to get the nod from the management
committee, but also from adjacent neighbours whose
plot may be affected by the shade or water runoff
which your tunnel may create. Don�t underestimate
the power of cooperation; offering to �bring on� a
few extra trays of seedlings in spring for
neighbouring plots genuinely might make all the
difference to popular opinion.

Providing an area for growing under cover is
possibly the single most important change you
can make to a plot. And because polytunnels �
long plastic-covered tunnels � are much cheaper
than greenhouses, whatever your budget is you can
afford a bigger one than if you�d taken the glass
route. It would be easy to think this just means more
space for heat-loving crops like tomatoes and
melons. But if you�re looking to grow your own all
year round, the impact of a polytunnel on your
winter and spring diet is just as valuable � if not
more so. This is where a greenhouse is less useful �
most home-growers can only dream of owning one
big enough for a sizeable double row of broad
beans for a crop in early May, for example.

When it comes to value for money, the beauty of
polytunnels is that they become proportionately
cheaper as they get larger. They�re available in sizes
as small as 1.8 x 2.4m (6 x 8�) but it�s when you start
to think that little bit bigger that they really come into
their own. A gardener contemplating a 2.4 x 3m (8 x
10�) glass greenhouse could expect to pay about

three times the price they�d pay for a similar-sized
polytunnel: about £300. And that�s after factoring in all
the accessories we recommend. If you�re tempted to
scale up � and have the space to do so � you can buy a
4.25 x 8.5m (14 x 28�) model with all the trimmings for
a little over two thirds of the cost of that much smaller
2.4 x 3m (8 x 10�) glasshouse. The cover will need to be
replaced every five years or so, but replacements are only
a fraction of the original price. Those old covers, by the
way, can be cut up into sections and recycled anywhere

They have divided the gardening community: Monty Don called using large-scale polytunnels in farming
�monstrous� while Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall is an �evangelical convert�. But what benefits do the plastic growing
houses have for home growers? And are they a viable alternative to a greenhouse? Words by Andy McKee and Mark Gatter
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