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About Ethical Consumer
Who we are
Ethical Consumer is more than just a magazine. We are the only place 
where you can find transparent and reliable ethical rankings of companies 
and products. On our site there are detailed ethical ratings of 1000's of 
brands which help consumers make the right choices, help campaigners 
challenge corporate power and help businesses do the right thing.

What we do
For over 20 years Ethical Consumer has been the lead research organisation 
within the consumer movement. We research the issues that matter to you 
so that you can easily find the products that reflect your principles.

What we offer
Ethical Consumer's information and analysis helps you choose the most 
ethical products and services whenever you need them and wherever 
you are. From bread to banks, use our product guides to check what to 
purchase and what to avoid.

Special supporters subscription offer 
for Friends of the Earth members

Plus: For every new subscription to 
Ethical Consumer we'll donate  
£10 to Friends of the Earth.

Subscribe today for only £29.95 and  
you’ll get a 12 month subscription with  
full access to the best tools and data  
on company ethics anywhere.

That's just 58p per week for unlimited web 
access, Ethical Consumer magazine, and more:
• Detailed ethical ratings of over 40,000 companies, 

brands and products

• Fully customisable scorecards, according to your 
concerns and personal ethics

• Mobile-friendly scorecards for when you're out 
and about

• 6 issues of the Magazine as a print copy and/or 
a digital book version and digital download

• Magazine back catalogue as digital 
downloads

• Free listing in the ethical business directory

• Every single research report in digital format 
(worth over £300)

• Ethical Consumer introduction booklet

• Choose either a Digital-only subscription, or get a Print 
copy of the Magazine delivered to your door for the same price 

Cancel by phone or email within 4 weeks for a full no-questions-asked refund!

To ensure that Friends of the Earth get the donation simply type ‘FoEoffer’ into the 
‘where did hear about us’ field on the ordering pages of our website.

Visit our website to 
subscribe or find out more 
www.ethicalconsumer.org/
friendsoftheearth
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The plight of the overworked honey beeYour product guide to honey

Plus: Product guides to laptops & tablets
Update on the dodgy TTiP trade deal

The product of forced labour?

We hope that you have found this report on gardening 
enlightening and useful. If you have why, not subscribe to Ethical 
Consumer? On the Ethical Consumer website you’ll find over 150 
similar guides covering everything from bread to banks. 

www.ethicalconsumer.org
www.ethicalconsumer.org/friendsoftheearth
www.ethicalconsumer.org/friendsoftheearth
www.ethicalconsumer.org/friendsoftheearth
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Who’s in this guide
This guide covers the 11 major garden 
centre chains, from ones who focus on 
plants and gardening like Wyevale and 
Dobbies (the latter perhaps surprisingly 
owned by Tesco) through to the gardening 
departments of the big chain DIY stores 
like B&Q, Wickes and Homebase. Wyevale 
has more stores than all of the other ‘pure’ 
garden centres put together and four times 
more than its closest rival Dobbies. It owns 
a myriad of brands largely because it’s 
been buying up individual garden centres 
and chains.

Having said that, none of the garden 
centres are ‘pure’ garden centres anymore. 
Most of them are department store-like 
environments selling everything from 
clothes to gifts to pets. Cafes are the 
must-have attraction to make your garden 
centre “a pleasant leisure destination”.1

The supermarkets have been expanding 
their ranges but we have not covered them 
in this guide because we did a special 
report on them last issue.

How green is your      
garden centre?

Are ethical issues blooming or not quite so rosy? 
Jane Turner and Heather Webb find out.

B&Q and Homebase were still the most 
popular places to buy garden products last 
year, followed by small and large garden 
centres, and then supermarkets.1

Shop local
There are thousands of independent 
garden centres in the UK, far too many 
to rate in this report. This does not mean 
that they are not a better buy than the 
companies recommended here. In fact, 
independent ownership avoids many of 
the criticisms on the table which result 
from complex parent company groups. 
Supporting an independent business also 
keeps money in the local economy and 
you are more likely to find locally-sourced 
products.

Remember to look out for FSC wood, 
peat-free compost. If none are stocked 
then encourage them to do so. And the 
pesticides issue is a growing concern as 
we also highlight below - you could even 
give them a copy of this report to raise 
awareness of the issues.
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UK timber may have 
come from illegal 
logging in Brazil. 
We look at garden 
centres and their 
timber-sourcing 
policies. 

See page 8 for a profile of an 
independent garden centre, local to our 
office in Manchester, and a list of organic 
nurseries. Plus how to find your nearest 
city farm or community garden.

The Garden Centre Guide (www.
gardencentreguide.co.uk) claims to list 
all the garden centres and nurseries in 
Britain, whether they be independents or 
chains. It usually gives contact details and 
opening hours. You can search by city and 
county to find the nearest one to you.

What we’ve covered
We rated the 11 major chain garden 
centres in the usual corporate 
responsibility areas but we explore the 
following key issues in more detail:
• policy on neonicotinoid pesticides
• stocking of peat compost
• stone sourcing policy
• timber sourcing policy
• sale of pets
• sale of patio heaters.

www.ethicalconsumer.org
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Bee-killing pesticides
Neonicotinoids (neonics) are systemic 
pesticides based on nicotine mainly 
used to control aphids. Unlike contact 
pesticides, which remain on the surface 
of the treated foliage, systemics are taken 
up by all of the plant. Products containing 
neonics can be applied at the root (as seed 
coating or soil drench) or sprayed onto 
crop foliage. The insecticide toxin remains 
active in the plant for many weeks.10

Neonicotinoid-based pesticides have 
been implicated in the alarming deaths 
of bees and other pollinators that are so 
crucial to pollination and biodiversity. We 
wrote more about that in our Guide to 
Honey in Issue 151 (Nov/Dec 2014).

From 1st December 2013, the three 
neonicotinoid pesticides which posed the 
highest risk to honey bees – imidacloprid, 
thiamethoxam and clothianidin – 
were restricted for use in Europe. The 
restrictions are not blanket. They include 
all amateur uses and all uses on crops 
deemed attractive to bees and summer-
sown cereals. There are exceptions: 
amenity uses, use on crops in greenhouses 
and use on winter-sown cereals. The 
restrictions expire on 1st December 2015.

Despite overwhelming evidence of risk 
and harm from use of neonicotinoids, the 
manufacturers Syngenta and Bayer, and 
organisations such as the National Farmers 
Union (NFU), the Crop Protection 
Association (CPA) and the Government’s 
Advisory Committee on Pesticides 
(ACP), continue to argue that insufficient 
evidence of harm and potential reductions 
in yield mean the restrictions should be 
overturned.11

The three are only restricted for use 
with “crops attractive to bees”, so it does 
not take into account the impacts of 
neonicotinoids on other insects, aquatic 
invertebrate species or birds, which are 
also major areas of concern.

For example, in 2013, a study for 
the American Bird Conservancy found 
that “A single corn kernel coated with a 
neonicotinoid can kill a songbird”. “Even a 
tiny grain of wheat or canola treated with 
imidacloprid can fatally poison a bird.”2

The Bee Coalition is calling for the 
current ban to be extended and for 
a blanket ban on all neonicotinoid 
pesticides. The Bee Coalition was formed 
in 2012 and consists of a core group 
of eight organisations (Buglife, Client 
Earth, Environmental Justice Foundation, 
Friends of the Earth, Natural Beekeeping 
Trust, Pesticide Action Network, RSPB 

and Soil Association) who have been 
working to bring attention to the plight 
of bees and pollinators and, specifically, 
to engage policymakers, industry and 
the public about their respective roles in 
ensuring their protection.

So, you can’t buy the three banned 
neonicotinoids in garden centres but 
there are four others that are not banned. 
Of these, the two that are available to 
the amateur gardener are thiacloprid (in 
Bayer’s Provado Ultimate Bug Killer range, 
Multirose Bug Killer and Baby Bio House 
Plant Insecticide) and acetamiprid (in 
Scott’s Bug Clear and Rose Clear).3

None of the 11 garden centres 
had a policy not to stock these other 
neonicotinoids which is disappointing.

We found them on sale on the websites 
of B&Q, Homebase, Wyevale, Wilko, 
Notcutts and Squires. We could not 
confirm whether Klondyke, Hilliers, Blue 
Diamond, Dobbies and Wickes did or 
didn’t sell them.

Neonicotinoid treatment of 
plants
Most of the research on neonicotinoids 
has looked at how they affect bees visiting 
farmland and gardens, and the bees’ 
importance in the pollination of growing 
crops. But what about the plants that you 
buy for your garden? The seeds/bulbs/
plants could have been treated with them.

Greenpeace International undertook 
their own study last year and published 
‘A Toxic Eden: Poisons in your Garden’.4 
They found that an incredible 79% of 
ornamental plants, sourced from across 
European garden centres, supermarkets 
and DIY stores, were contaminated 
with bee-harming pesticides. The three 
neonicotinoid pesticides which have 
been restricted Europe-wide were found 
in almost half of the samples: 43% of 
the samples contained Imidacloprid, 8% 
Thiamethoxam, and Clothianidin was 
found in 7% of the total, partly in high 
concentrations.

The use of certain neonics as seed 
treatments could kill small birds or affect 
their breeding if a few seeds were eaten. 
Neonics were also found to be toxic to 
many birds and most fish.5

What can you do?
• Seek out trusted organic sources for 

your seeds and plants. See our guide to 
Seeds.

• Grow your own from your saved 
organic seeds or organic cuttings.

% of bags peat free GMI rating

Wyevale 69 -

Homebase 63 full

B&Q
61 (100% peat free 

or reduced peat)
full

Notcutts 55 + full

Dobbies 20 + provisional

No figures for Squires, Wickes, Hilliers, Blue 
Diamond, Klondyke, Wilko.

• When visiting your garden centre, 
ask if they can guarantee that their 
plants have not been grown from 
neonicotinoid-dressed seeds, grown 
from infused cuttings or treated 
with neonics.

For peat’s sake
Peat bogs store about five times as 
much carbon per unit area as a tropical 
rainforest. They are also a valuable 
ecosystem.6

69% of the peat used in the UK is used 
by amateur gardeners as growing media – 
mainly compost – so garden centres can 
help by making it easy for customers to 
choose peat-free products.

Whilst most of the garden centres sold 
peat-free compost, none of them professed 
to be 100% peat free and they sold bags of 
reduced peat or 100% peat compost too. 
They therefore all received a mark in the 
Habitats & Resources and Climate Change 
columns on the score table. But they’ll all 
have to be peat free by 2020 because that 
is the date that the UK government and 
the horticultural industry have agreed 
to remove peat from compost sold to 
consumers.

The Horticultural Trades Association 
started its own peat-reduction project for 
bags of compost – the Growing Media 
Initiative – in 2007. This promotes peat 
reduction through a variety of methods, 
including allowing members – companies 
that have achieved at least 55% “peat free 
status” – to use its logo. 

Member companies, after passing an 
independent annual audit, are awarded 
a grade of GMI membership based on 
the average peat content of the UK retail 
bagged growing media they manufacture 
or sell to the end consumer:
• Gold GMI membership is awarded to 

those businesses which have achieved 
90% + peat free status: no garden 
centres. 

• Full GMI membership is awarded 
to those businesses which have 

www.ethicalconsumer.org
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achieved 55% + peat free status: B&Q, 
Homebase, Notcutts.

• Provisional GMI membership is 
awarded to those businesses which are 
committed to achieving 90% + peat free 
status and are currently operating at a 
minimum of 20% replacement in retail 
products: Dobbies.

For further information, contact the HTA 
on 0118 930 3132 or visit www.the-hta.
org.uk.

Whilst that takes care of bags of 
compost what about the compost in potted 
plants?

The UK government and the industry 
have agreed to remove peat from growing 
media used in commercial horticulture 
(peat in potted plants) but not until 2030.

Ahead of the 2030 deadline for 
commercial horticulture, in April 2014, 
B&Q replaced all polystyrene packaging 
across 90% of its range of bedding plants 
with a coir growing media that is 100% 
recyclable and from 95% to 99% peat-free.

See our Peat-Free Compost guide on 
page 25 for more about peat issues and 
which brands to buy.

Plants not pets
Many of the companies we looked at 
received a mark in the Animal Rights 

column for selling animals.
Between 2002 and 2008, campaign 

group Animal Aid had a relatively 
successful campaign and stopped Focus 
and Wyevale garden centres from  
selling pets. 

According to Animal Aid, selling 
pets in a garden-centre environment 
encourages impulse purchases. Animals 
bought on a whim are often neglected 
or abandoned at already hard-pressed 
resource centres once the novelty has 
worn off. Rather than contributing to 
the cycle of animals being bred, bought 
and abandoned, garden centres should 
encourage people to adopt a companion 
animal from a local rescue centre.

That campaign is no longer ongoing. 
We did our own survey and found that 
some garden centres were selling pets 
themselves at some of their stores whilst 
others, like Wyevale, had moved to having 
pet shops as concessions on some of their 
sites. Whilst most sell pets like rabbits, 
hamsters, reptiles and fish, Klondyke just 
sells tropical and cold water fish whilst 
claiming that it did not sell live animals!

Hot air
In 2007, gas patio heaters shared the 
environmental hall of shame with 4X4s. 
Wyevale led the way by banning the sale 
of gas patio heaters and they were quickly 
followed by B&Q and other garden 
centres.

We took a look to see whether they 
had snuck back onto the shelves but it 
seems they are still a pariah product. Many 
consumers think they have been banned! 
None of the garden centres directly sold 
gas patio heaters although Wyevale, 
Notcutts, Squires, Homebase, Wickes and 
Wilko all sold electric ones, still a totally 
unnecessary product.

But looking at in-store concessions, gas 
heater pioneer Wyevale has backtracked 
and rents out space to a company called 
Hire Station which hires gas patio heaters.

Environment Animals People Politics +ve

BRAND COMPANY GROUP

Notcutts 7.5         Notcutts Group

Hillier Nurseries 7         Hillier Nurseries

Wickes 6           Travis Perkins plc

Klondyke 6           Klondyke Group

Squires 6           D J Squire & Co

Strikes 6           Klondyke Group

Blue Diamond 6           Blue Diamond Ltd

B&Q 4.5             Kingfisher plc

Wilko 4.5            Wilko Retail Ltd

Wyevale* 4             London 58 Ltd

Homebase 3.5              Home Retail Group

Dobbies 2.5              Tesco plc
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USING THE TABLES
Positive ratings (+ve):

• Company Ethos: 

 = full mark, 

 = half mark.

• Product Sustainability: 
Maximum of five positive 
marks. 

See all the research behind these ratings together on www.ethicalconsumer.org. Free to subscribers.

* also owns Blooms, Bridgemere, Country Gardens, Heighley Gate, Jack’s Patch, Old Barn, Percy Throwers, Sanders, Woodlands, Garden & Leisure

USING THE TABLES
Ethiscore: the higher the 
score, the better the company 
across the criticism categories. 
 = bottom rating,  
 = middle rating,  
empty = top rating  
  (no criticisms).

Own pet 
shops

Concessions

Notcutts  

Dobbies  

Blue Diamond  

Squires  

Klondyke/Strikes  

Hilliers  

Wyevale  

Wilko, Wickes, Homebase and B&Q do not 
sell any pets, fish or otherwise!

www.ethicalconsumer.org


7

Garden centres
MARCH/APRIL 2015 www.ethicalconsumer.org

Stone sourcing policies
When we last looked at garden centres in 
2008, dangerous working conditions at 
Chinese natural stone companies was a 
serious problem but none of the garden 
centres had any policies on the matter.

Whilst that is still an issue, the use 
of child labour in Indian sandstone has 
recently come under the spotlight.

Notcutts, B&Q, Homebase and Wickes 
were all listed as selling stone and paving 
on their websites. Only Wickes gave 
any information about its source. It sold 
Fairstone paving from Marshalls, and 
Indian sandstone that is “Ethically audited 
and [with] full assurances that no child 
labour has been used in the manufacture 
of this product”.

See our Feature for more about this 
issue and Fairstone paving.

Timber sourcing 
policies
Forests around the world are being 
destroyed or damaged by the timber 
industry to satisfy our demand for timber 
products, including garden furniture. This 
destruction has been caused by highly 
unsustainable logging practices, a problem 
closely linked to high levels of corruption 
and illegal logging.

For example, Europe is a key market 
for tropical timber exports from the 
Brazilian Amazon, with one-third of all 
timber exported from the region going to 
EU countries.7 In 2013, almost half of the 
Amazon timber imported to the EU came 
from the state of Pará. Nearly 80% of the 
area logged in Pará between August 2011 
and July 2012 was harvested illegally.7

Companies within the EU are bound by 
the EU Timber Regulation (EUTR), which 
prohibits the placing of illegally harvested 
timber on the market.7

While most of the garden centres 
did mention timber sourcing, 
only Dobbies and B&Q replied 
to our detailed questionnaire 
about it. Disappointingly, Blue 
Diamond, which was rated 
‘Best’ when we last assessed it 
in 2011 with 100% of its timber 
FSC certified, this time provided no 
information, and none could be found on 
its website so we had to rate it as ‘Worst’. 
Wilko and Hilliers did not mention timber 
sourcing at all whilst the rest that did 
mention it, only gave details about how 
much FSC-certified timber they sell.

FSC certification is meant to ensure 
that timber products are from legal and 
well-managed sources; although it’s not 
without its critics, notably one campaign 
group set up to monitor it, FSC Watch, 
and also the Rainforest Foundation and 
Friends of the Earth who said in 2008:

“We are concerned at reports that some 
FSC certificates are failing to guarantee 
rigorous environmental and social 
standards. As a result the mark’s credibility 
is being undermined.”9

By way of example, in 2012, B&Q and 
Wickes were found to be selling plywood 
made from illegally harvested wood 
from Borneo which was, nonetheless, 
FSC certified. The FSC subsequently de-
certified the wood.8

To try and resolve the issue, 
Greenpeace International have recently 
developed a 4 point action plan to 
strengthen and restore FSC’s credibility.

A more detailed critique of FSC 
certification by the Rainforest Foindation 
was published in the Toilet Paper Guide in 
Issue 150 and on our website.

However, in the absence of any detailed 
information about the companies’ timber 
sourcing policies we have used FSC 
certification as a benchmark.

A local independent 
garden centre may well be 
your best option.

Notcutts, Hillier and 
Wickes come out best 

when we look at the score 
table and also take into account 

how they rate on issues such as timber 
policy and selling of peat.

Wickes is one of only two 
companies to get our best rating for 
environmental reporting and is the 
only company to sell Fairstone paving. 
Notcutts gets best for timber sourcing 
and peat.

B&Q follows these three and is 
the other company to score best for 
environmental reporting, and does 
well for timber and peat.

There are 12 Hillier Garden Centres 
in Hampshire, NE Somerset, East 
Sussex, West Sussex, Oxfordshire, 
Berkshire and Hertfordshire.

Notcutts operates 18 garden centres 
across England: 12 in the South East 
and 6 in the North West.

Wickes has 200 stores throughout 
the UK and focuses on garden 
hardware like sheds and furniture 
rather than plants. B&Q is similar but 
also sells plants, seeds and bulbs. It has 
350 stores in the UK and 8 stores in 
Ireland.

eth
ic
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onsumer.org
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% FSC 
certified 
timber

Policy 
rating

B&Q 100 best

Notcutts 100 best

Wyevale 100 best

Wickes 93 middle

Squires 80 middle

Dobbies
100 of garden 
furniture only

middle

Homebase 49 middle

Blue Diamond n/a worst

Hilliers n/a worst

Klondyke n/a worst

Wilko n/a worst

The table opposite shows how much of 
the timber, like decking, garden furniture 
or fencing, sold to customers is certified. 
It does not cover all wood products like 
paper, sandpaper, or wallpaper. Nor does 
it cover wood products for their own 
use like brochures, and timber for shop 
construction.

7.5

7

6
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Organic nurseries
The following nurseries all sell organic 
plants grown to Soil Association 
standards.
North
• Brunswick Organic Nursery, 

Bishopthorpe, York  
A charity that grows plants in organic, 
peat-free compost and provides work 
for people with learning disabilities. 
01904 701869

• Stakeford Nurseries, Choppington, 
Northumberland  
Run by a charity supporting people 
with mental health issues. Not 
exclusively organic. 01670 355421

Midlands
• Caves Folly Nursery, Colwall, 

Worcestershire 
01684 540631

• Walcot Organic Nursery, Pershore, 
Worcestershire  
Organic fruit trees by mail order – 
http://walcotnursery.co.uk, 01905 
841587

South East
• Louvain Organic Nurseries, 

Peacehaven, E.Sussex 
01273 584156

• The Organic Gardening Catalogue, 
Hersham, Surrey  
www.organiccatalogue.com, 01932 
253666 
Online sales run as a joint venture 
with Chase Organics seed company 
(see Seeds guide on page 12). Not 

Independent garden centres 
and nurseries

exclusively organic but also sell tools 
and containers.

• Valerie’s Veggies & Plants, Stocking 
Pelham, Herts 
Mail order – www.valeriesveggies.
co.uk, 01279777178

• Hawkwood Plant Nursery, Chingford 
020 8524 4994, www.organiclea.org.uk 
A workers’ co-operative.

South West
• Growers Organics, Yealmpton, Devon  

Organic plants for sale at the nursery 
or online – www.growersorganics.com. 
01752 881180

• Bee Happy plants & seeds, South 
Chard, Somerset 
Mail order – www.beehappyplants.
co.uk, 01460 221929

• Tamar Organics, Launceston, Cornwall  
Online catalogue of plants and seeds 
plus tools, Fairtrade gardening gloves 
and biodegradable pots. Featured in 
our Seeds guide on page 18. www.
tamarorganics.co.uk, 01579 371 098

East
• Defland Nurseries, March, 

Cambridgeshire 
Organic plants grown in peat-free 
compost, by mail order – www.
organicplants.co.uk, 01354 740553

City farms and community 
gardens
These are urban-based, community-
managed projects working with people, 
animals and plants. They range from 
tiny wildlife gardens to fruit and 
vegetable plots on housing estates, from 
community polytunnels to large city 
farms. Some sell plants to the public.

For example, Heeley City Farm 
is a community-based and led, 
educational, youth training and 
employment project, which reaches out 
to disadvantaged and socially excluded 
people in inner city Sheffield. One of its 
facilities is a peat free garden centre.

Search for your nearest one on 
the Federation of City Farms and 
Community Gardens website –  
www.farmgarden.org.uk.

Hulme Community 
Garden Centre

Tim Knight explains the ethos behind a 
local, independent garden centre right 
next to the Ethical Consumer office in 
Manchester city centre.

Fifteen years ago, a community garden 
centre was opened to the public in Hulme, 
a densely populated, urban sprawl a stone’s 
throw from the centre of Manchester. 
Four friends living in Hulme during the 
1990s regeneration of the area held an 
open meeting where the locals were asked 
what they felt would be of most benefit to 
the neighbourhood, and from it Hulme 
Community Garden Centre was born.

Although we are always changing to 
reflect the community’s current needs, 
our original concept has always been the 
same. We provide a maintained, public 
green space accessible to all, a garden 
centre open seven days a week, health and 
education opportunities, and a thriving 
volunteer hub which is used by many 
as therapy, rehabilitation, or just for 
social interaction in a safe and nurturing 
environment.

Underpinning every decision we 
have made since our conception has 
been a commitment to creating minimal 
environmental impact, and to follow 
sustainable practices in all we do:
• We only buy locally and from ethical 

suppliers.

www.ethicalconsumer.org
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Company profiles
B&Q is part of Kingfisher plc, Europe’s 
leading home improvement retail group 
and the third largest in the world.

In 2013 the company started to report 
its corporate responsibility through a 
report called Net Positive. Through Net 
Positive, Kingfisher and its brands aim 
to have a positive impact on people 
and communities, be restorative to the 
environment, become carbon positive, 
waste nothing, and create wealth. It 
received our best rating for environmental 
reporting.

However it received a worst rating 
for supply chain management due to 
its supply chain policy not restricting 
working hours or having a commitment 
to pay a living wage.

Kingfisher plc is a member of the World 
Economic Forum, an international forum 
for business leaders which campaigns 
for greater economic liberalisation and 
deregulation and presses for policies 
for competitiveness and growth. The 
company is also a full member of the 
Growing Media Initiative which means 
that it has achieved a 55%+ peat free 
status.

Homebase is owned by the Home 
Retail Group which also owns Argos 
and Habitat. The company is also a full 
member of the Growing Media Initiative 
which means that it has achieved 55%+ 
peat free status. In 2013 Homebase was 
accused of using unpaid jobseekers 
as a way of cutting payroll costs.12 The 
company received a middle rating for 
environmental reporting.

In 2005, Wickes was acquired by Travis 
Perkins, a FTSE100 company with 18 
industry-leading brands, 1,900 outlets 
and more than 24,000 employees in the 
UK and Ireland. In 2011 Wickes opened 
its 200th store. It was the only other 
company to receive a best rating for its 
environmental reporting. However it 
received a worst rating for supply chain 
management.

In 2014, Wilkinson changed its name to 
the name consumers used affectionately, 
Wilko. The company, which has been 
supplying own branded household 
essentials since 1930, now operates over 
370 stores around the UK. While the 
company prides itself on being a family 
company it receives a worst rating for 

environmental reporting and supply chain 
management.

In 2014 The Garden Centre Group 
announced it would rebrand itself as 
Wyevale Garden Centres. It is a full 
member of the Growing Media Initiative 
which means that the company is at least 
55% peat free.

The company was acquired by private 
equity group Terra Firma in 2012, whose 
portfolio consists of controlling stakes 
in about 10 companies including cinema 
chain Odeon, Australian beef producer 
CPC, and AWAS, one of the largest 
aircraft leasing firms in the world.

Dobbies is one of the UK’s largest garden 
centres. In 2007 Tesco took a majority 
stake in the business before buying the 
remaining shares in 2008. It operates 34 
stores in England, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland.

Klondyke Garden Centres are a family 
owned independent group of centres 
founded in 1980. The company operates 
24 centres across Scotland and England. 
The Scottish centres are branded 
Klondyke whilst the sites in England and 
Wales are known as Strikes following a 
merger with the William Strike Garden 
Centre Group in 1996.

Notcutts was founded by Roger 
Crompton Notcutt in 1869 and continues 
to be a family-owned and independent 
garden centre. It currently operates 18 
centres in England.

Hillier was founded in 1864 by 
Victorian entrepreneur Edwin Hillier 
when he purchased a two acre nursery 
and a florist’s shop in Winchester. He 
subsequently went on to buy a 130 acre 
site north of Winchester, which became 
known as No.1 Nursery and was the 
location of the first Hillier Garden Centre.

Blue Diamond was founded in Guernsey 
in 1904 as the Fruit Export Company. 
Today the company operates 15 garden 
centres across England, Guernsey and 
Jersey. In 2009 its new centre, Le Friquet, 
was opened as a retail destination for 
home and garden improvements. 

Squire’s Garden Centres opened its first 
centre in 1964 and today operates 15 
garden centres based in London and 
the South East of England. The group 
is controlled by the Squire family with 
founder D.J Squire’s son Colin Squire now 
acting as chairman.

References: 1 Mintel Garden Products Retailing July 2014  2 Birds, Bees, and Aquatic Life Threatened by Gross Underestimate of Toxicity of World’s Most Widely 
Used Pesticide, American Bird Conservancy, March 2013  3 RHS Pesticides for Home Gardeners February 2014  4 A Toxic Eden: Poisons in your Garden, Greenpeace 
International, April 2014  5 ‘A review of the direct and indirect effects of neonicotinoids and fipronil on vertebrate wildlife’, Environmental Science and Pollution 
Research, June 2014  6 B&Q One Planet review 2013/14  7 The Amazon’s Silent Crisis, Greenpeace, September 2014  8 DIY giants Wickes and B&Q ‘selling wood 
felled illegally from Borneo rainforest’, Daily Mail, 29th Jan 2012  9 Can timber companies prove that they source good wood? Friends of the Earth, 22 January 2008  10 
Pesticide Action Network Bees Site – http://bees.pan-uk.org/neonicotinoids (viewed Feb 2015)  11 Syngenta seeks ‘emergency’ exemption to use banned insecticide on 
UK crops, The Guardian 25 June 2014  12 Homebase criticised over work experience claims, The Guardian, April 2013

People gather at Hulme Community Garden 
Centre for its annual summer party to enjoy 
home-made food, bands, locally-brewed cider 
and beer and local crafts.
Above, members of their Friday Club.

• We carry organic stock wherever 
possible.

• Our buildings are made from recycled 
materials.

• We have always been peat free.
• All our fertilizers are vegan.
• Chemicals and growth regulators have 

never appeared on our shelves or been 
part of our growing programme.

We cannot compete with the big guys on 
price for many of our items, and our small 
size means we cannot stock the range you 
may find in your local Notcutts. We don’t 
have a café serving nostalgic cream teas, 
or have a shop filled with household items 
you had no idea you couldn’t live without.

But when our customers see our site 
develop and grow, or when they hear 
about the constantly improving services 
we offer, particularly to those people who 
may find everyday life harder than most, 
they know that they have helped. Every 
penny that is spent here goes directly back 
into the project; its primary concern, of 
helping our community rather than our 
own economic growth, has not changed 
since its germination in 1999.

We do still have to rely on grants and 
funding to get us through the lean times 
but as a not-for-profit organisation our 
focus has always been on people not 
pounds. People and plants.

www.ethicalconsumer.org
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Bees can guide us to garden as 
responsibly and naturally as 
possibly, from growing the right 

plants to avoiding chemicals.
With bees in trouble, our gardens are 

vital fast-food take-aways for bees and 
other beneficial bugs. As well as serving up 
a varied menu of plants they provide the 
shelter and nesting places that bees also 
need.

It’s a sad commentary on the declining 
state of nature that our gardens are 
proving to be better habitat for bees than 
our countryside. It should be the other 
way round but that’s one reason why 
Britain’s bees are in trouble.

Our green and pleasant land has 
lost much of its natural variety as it 
has become a large industrial unit with 
huge fields of single crops replacing the 
hedgerows and the variety of plants bees 
need. No wonder over 20 of the UK’s bee 
species are now extinct, or that a quarter 
of the 267 remaining bee species are 
endangered.

However with the simple tips below 
you can make your garden a bee paradise 
and help other wildlife to survive in your 
garden and beyond.

Don’t panic!
First of all, relax. You don’t have to be 
an expert or have sprawling grounds – 

small spaces can be great gardens. A little 
knowledge may be a dangerous thing but 
gardening is about trying things out. With 
bees as your guide you are likely to make 
rapid steps in the right direction. Best of 
all, you can get a lot done in fragments of 
time, and you can start at any time. There’s 
no need to wait for the perfect sunny 
Sunday.

Help bees to help you
With that in mind, start with something 
simple to suit your space, your time and 
your interests. Pots on a patio, herbs in a 
window box or even a hanging basket can 
get you going and help bees – if you grow 
the right plants.

Also, think trees, shrubs and larger 
plants to provide height in your borders. A 
cherry or birch tree can form a backdrop 
to ‘layers’ of plants of different height and 
size closer to the front of the border.

Low growing heathers and crocus in 
the front will provide colour and help feed 
bees in the barren months.

Season Cycle
Like you, bees need to eat and shelter 
all year round. Think seasonally. Which 
plants will flower and provide the nectar 
(carbohydrates) and pollen (protein) bees 
need? Remember that late winter is the 
time to sow seeds for spring and summer 
plants. Autumn planted bulbs will burst 
forth in spring. When the soil warms in 
the spring try growing sunflowers that’ll 
rise through the year to stand proud as 
they feed bees and birds alike. (TIP: when 

Paul de Zylva from 
Friends of the Earth 
on how bees can help 
you create a wildlife 
haven in your garden, 
no matter how big or 
small it is.

For green fingers 
let bees be your guide
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they die back cut them off but leave the 
stump and roots in the ground to return 
nutrients to the soil.)

Be nosey
Peek over the garden fence or at your 
neighbours’ front gardens to see which 
plants are doing well and which are being 
visited by bees.  If you like the plants they 
are visiting, ask your neighbour what they 
are or take a picture and ask your garden 
centre. While at the garden centre, have a 
look to see which plants bees are visiting 
there.

Mix it up
Bees need different plants for food – from 
trees, hedges and shrubs, to bulbs, herbs 
and –grasses – throughout  the seasons. 

Small trees like hazel, holly and pussy 
(or goat) willow help bees at different 
times of the year. Ivy is a top food in 
autumn – try not to cut it cut it back until 
after flowering.

Do you prefer to grow flowers or 
vegetables? Bees will love both. You can 
even mix them up – there is no need to 
keep things formal and separate unless 
you want to.

If you fancy growing your own, the 
bees will help pollinate both your veg 
(try French, runner and broad beans; 
aubergines, onions and peppers) and 
fruit, from apples, pears and plums to 
blackberries, strawberries and raspberries.

The greater variety of plant life, the 
greater the variety of bugs and birds they 
will support.

Gimme shelter
Give your mower – and back – a rest by 
letting some of your lawn (if you have 
one) grow longer. When you do mow, 

cutting less often and less closely will help 
give pollinators places to feed and shelter 
among the grass. (TIP: raise the notches 
on the mower to lift the cutting blade a 
few centimetres.)

Don’t push it, pile it. Another cheap 
way to help is with a small wood pile in 
a corner where bugs can nest and feed. 
This micro-habitat will decay over time 
and give a natural look. Use logs or sawn 
off tree branches but avoid treated wood. 
Even a small heap of pruned branches and 
twigs will give shelter and can be placed 
out of sight at the back of a border. 

Being a bit messy is part of being a 
good gardener for nature. Mess can attract 
bugs, birds and larger creatures such as 
hedgehogs. (TIP: cut a hedgehog-shaped 
hole in the bottom of a fence panel to let 
them move through.)

Your compost heap may get occupied 
by harmless queen bumblebees and grass 
snakes seeking a place to nurture their 
young. Don’t worry, they will move on but 
you will be helping them heaps if you let 
them be.

Put it away
One thing to put away is the ‘bug gun’. 
Bee-harming pesticides and herbicides 
are implicated in bee decline. It’s tempting 
to put a can of spray in your basket on a 
trip to the garden centre but it is a lot of 
money, when dealing with real pests like 
aphids is as easy as stripping them off with 
gloved hands.

For peat’s sake
Help keep our threatened peat bogs intact 
by using the many good alternatives 
that now exist. Public concern about the 
loss of these unique natural habitats has 
persuaded the Government to phase out 
the sale of peat in garden centres by 2020.  

Paul de Zylva leads Friends of the Earth’s 
Bee Cause campaign to end the plight of 

Britain’s bees. www.foe.co.uk/bees

Read more about the wildlife that our peat 
bogs support on page 29.

Sowing the seeds
Growing from seed is growing in 
popularity, especially vegetables. It is a 
cheap way to get the full experience of 
tending through to maturity and is the 
ideal method for creating pollinator-
friendly habitats such as wildflower 
meadows. Look for heritage and naturally 
‘open-pollinated’ seeds which help keep 
the diverse genetic make-up of what is 
being grown – contributing to greater 
biodiversity. For more information on 
seed types and where you can buy open-
pollinated seed from see page 13.

Allies not enemies
Beneficial insects like hoverflies, beetles 
and ladybirds hunt aphids and other pests 
so treat them as allies not enemies. We 
can have great gardens and help bees and 
other nature at the same time.

To survive and thrive, bees need us to 
be the generation that saves our British 
bees. Letting bees be your guide and ally 
will help transform your patch, control 
real pests naturally and get your plants 
and crops pollinated for free. That’s more 
than a fair trade. 
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Celebrating the humble seed
Corporate monopoly and reduced agricultural 
diversity appear to go hand in hand in the 
commercial seed industry. But how are suppliers 
of seed for your garden or allotment faring? 
Anna Clayton explores.

The persistent selecting and saving of 
seeds by growers since the dawn of 
agriculture, and pollination brought 

about by the wind and insects have led to 
an abundance and diversity of food crops 
and plants flourishing on the earth today. 
When exposed to the right conditions, 
seeds germinate and grow into plants that 
we eat, such as apples, wheat and lettuce. 
Plants, such as grasses and corn, feed cows 
and other animals that provide us with 
milk and meat. Without the humble seed, 
humans would struggle to survive.

2014 was a year for celebrating the 
seed and its often forgotten role in our 
lives. The UK’s Great Seed Festival raised 
awareness of the seed’s silent work by 
coordinating a number of seed swaps, 
talks, and seed saving workshops around 
the UK. In Europe, an International 
Solidarity Caravan for Seeds travelled 
through Greece, Italy and France. The 
caravan celebrated the ‘Pan-Hellenic 
Exchange of Local Seed Varieties’ and 
spread the mantra of an agriculture 
based on diversity, free from genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs). 

Seed diversity under 
threat
2014’s plethora of seed celebrations were 
not without cause. They were reacting 
to a growing trend of industrialisation 
and corporate monopoly within the 
seed industry, the history of which is 
summarised on page 18. 

67% of the branded seed market is now 
controlled by ten companies, all of which 
have interests in biotechnology. These 
companies are, in order of dominance: 
Monsanto, DuPont, Syngenta, Groupe 
Limagrain, Land O’ Lakes, KWS AG, 
Bayer Crop Science, Sakata, DLF- 
Trifolium and Takii. Monsanto accounts 
for more than 27% of the branded seed 

market alone, and consequently returns to 
the Ethical spotlight on page 23. 

An emphasis on uniformity, high 
yielding varieties and patentable traits, has 
resulted in F1 hybrids being favoured over 
open-pollinated varieties. (See opposite for 
further information on seed types). This 
has led the UN’s Food and Agricultural 
Organisation to estimate that 75% of 
agricultural diversity has been lost since 
the 1900s.2 Genetically modified seed, an 
update on which is presented on page 22, 
threatens to continue this disheartening 
trend. 

Suppliers of garden 
seeds
Information on the companies that 
supply seed to gardeners and allotment 
holders is hard to track down. This report 
has therefore endeavoured to cover 
the most widely available seed brands 
(those that can be bought from garden 
centres and high-street shops or online). 
It has also included a number of organic 
seed companies recommended by the 
Ecologist, including Real Seeds, The 
Organic Gardening Catalogue, Tamar 
Organics, Laura’s Organics, Jekka’s Herb 
Farm, Seeds of Change, Edwin Tucker and 
Duchy Originals.3 The key ethical issues 
associated with the hobby seed industry 
are highlighted in the ethiscore table on 
page 14 and discussed further on page 15.

A lobby success?
Thanks to the tireless work of campaign 
organisations and farmers dedicated 
to seed diversity, in March 2014 MEPs 
rejected proposed changes to EU 
legislation on seeds and seed marketing 
that would have required all commercial 
seed to be registered on a single EU 
list. Due to the financial cost incurred 
through registering a seed, small UK 
seed companies would have struggled 
financially and been out-competed by 
large agribusinesses, resulting in seed 
production being controlled by a powerful 
few. This process has occurred in the US 
where, for example, Monsanto bought 200 
independent seed companies over a 10 
year period.1

Although the EU’s proposed Plant 
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Genetically modified seed
Seed collected from a plant which 
has had a ‘foreign gene’ (a gene from 
another species) inserted into its 
DNA, in order to introduce a desired 
characteristic. For example, a gene 
has been inserted from the bacteria 
Bacillus thuringiensis into sweetcorn 
so that it produces a poison which kills 
harmful insects.

References (viewed Jan 2015):  1 ISIS Report, 
22/10/2014, Beware the corporate takeover 
of seed under many guises  2 FAO, What is 
Agrobiodiversity? 2004, ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/
fao/007/y5609e00.pdf  3 www.theecologist.org/
green_green_living/gardening/1310048/top_10_
organic_seed_suppliers.html

Open-pollinated seeds
Seeds created by the natural process of 
pollination: pollen is transferred from 
the male to female parts of the same or 
a different flower, with the assistance 
of the wind, pollinating insects, 
birds or other natural mechanisms. 
This hopefully leads to successful 
fertilisation and the formation of seeds. 

Open-pollinated seed can be collected 
and saved from healthy plants by 
amateur growers or farmers, and 
can be sown to grow plants closely 
resembling the parent plant – the plant 
from which the seed was taken. Open-
pollinated seed can be grown, selected 
and saved to create varieties adapted 
to local environmental conditions, 
leading to increased biodiversity.

F1 hybrid seed
Seed is selected and saved from plants 
with desired characteristics over 
many years, often under controlled 
environments, until two distinctly 
different plants are produced. 
‘Desirable’ characteristics often equate 
to vigour, high yield, uniformity or pest 
resistance. 

Pollen from these two distinctly 
different ‘parent plants’ is then 
transferred to produce offspring that 
is vigorous or high yielding or pest 
resistant – the F1 hybrid! If seed is 
saved and sown from this F1 hybrid, 
the seeds will not grow true to type, 
i.e. offspring will have an array of 
different characteristics and may not 
resemble the parent. To maintain the 
F1’s characteristics, the two original 
parent plants must be crossed again 
and again. This creates a natural 
mechanism by which a grower 
repeatedly buys new F1 seed in order 
to grow a reliably ‘desired’ plant, 
and can cause a reduction in genetic 
diversity over time. As we will see on 
page 24 there is a growing movement 
criticising the cultivation and sale 
of F1 hybrids. Ethical Consumer has 
therefore marked companies down 
under the Habitats and Resources 
subcategory if they sell F1 hybrids.

Reproductive Material Law was rejected, 
there are still potential threats ahead. 
Ben Raskin, the head of horticulture at 
the Soil Association, explains current 
and proposed EU seed legislation and 
its implication on seed diversity in more 
detail on page 24.

Protecting seed 
freedom
Potential threats to seed diversity in 
the UK have sparked the creation of a 

number of new seed saving initiatives. 
These include The South West Seed Savers’ 
Cooperative (discussed on page 19), the 
international Seed Freedom movement, 
and the numerous seed-saving and open-
pollination initiatives highlighted on 
the map on page 20. The Seed Freedom 
movement is driven by a network of 
individuals and organisations committed 
to maintaining seed and plant biodiversity, 
and the cultural skills associated with seed 
saving and swapping.

 A top ten guide on what you can do 
to protect seed diversity is provided on 
page 21.
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Environment Animals People Politics +ve

BRAND COMPANY GROUP

Stormy Hall [O] 16  1 Camphill Village Trust

Laura’s Organics [O] 15   1 Laura’s Organics Ltd

Real Seeds 15  The Real Seed Collection Ltd

Tamar Organic [O] 15   1 Tamar Organics

Landlife wildflower seed 14.5   Landlife

Jekka’s Herbs 14 Jekka’s Herb Farm

Franchi [O] 13.5   1 Franchi Seeds 1783

Franchi 12.5   Franchi Seeds 1783

Dobies of Devon [O] 12     1 Suttons Seeds (Holdings) Ltd

Kings Seed [O] 12    1 EW King & Co Ltd

Suffolk Herbs [O] 12    1 EW King & Co Ltd

Suttons [O] 12     1 Suttons Seeds (Holdings) Ltd

Chiltern Seeds 11.5    Chiltern Seeds Ltd

Mammoth 11.5    W Robinson & Sons Ltd

Nicky’s Nursery 11.5    Nicky’s Nursery Ltd

Plants of Distinction 11.5    Plants of Distinction

Simpson’s 11.5    Simpson’s Seeds Ltd

Dobies of Devon 11     Suttons Seeds (Holdings) Ltd

James Wong 11     Suttons Seeds (Holdings) Ltd

Kings Seed 11    EW King & Co Ltd

Suffolk Herbs 11    EW King & Co Ltd

Suttons 11     Suttons Seeds (Holdings) Ltd

Chase Organics [O] 10.5       1 Ian Allan Group

DT Brown [O 10.5      1 Mr Fothergill’s Seeds Ltd

Johnsons [O] 10.5      1 Mr Fothergill’s Seeds Ltd

Mr Fothergills [O] 10.5      1 Mr Fothergill’s Seeds Ltd

Organic Gardening Cat. [O] 10.5      1 Ian Allan / Garden Organic

Thompson & Morgan 10.5      Thompson & Morgan Group

Duchy Originals [O] 10         1 T&M/Duchy/John Lewis

Chase Organics 9.5       Ian Allan Group

DT Brown 9.5      Mr Fothergill’s Seeds Ltd

Johnsons 9.5      Mr Fothergill’s Seeds Ltd

Mr Fothergills 9.5      Mr Fothergill’s Seeds Ltd

Organic Gardening Catalogue 9.5      Ian Allan / Garden Organic

Marshalls 9       Westland Horticulture

Tuckers [O] 9         1 Edwin Tucker & Sons

Unwins 9       Westland Horticulture

Tuckers 8         Edwin Tucker & Sons

Seeds of Change [O] 4.5             1 Mars Inc
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USING THE TABLES
Positive ratings (+ve):

• Company Ethos: 

 = full mark, 

 = half mark.

• Product Sustainability: 
Maximum of five positive 
marks. 

See all the research behind these ratings together on www.ethicalconsumer.org. Free to subscribers.  [O] = certified organic

USING THE TABLES
Ethiscore: the higher the 
score, the better the company 
across the criticism categories. 
 = bottom rating,  
 = middle rating,  
empty = top rating  
  (no criticisms).
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The Best Buys are 
organic seed from 
companies committed to 
maintaining a wide range 

of open-pollinated plant 
varieties. The companies 

grow their own seed and favour 
regional varieties, or at least know 
their seed sources.

The following companies are best and 
only sell certified organic 
seed:

• Stormy Hall Seeds 
sh-organic-seeds.
co.uk, 01287 661 
368

• Laura’s Organics 
www.laurasorganics.
co.uk, 01942 707765

• Tamar Organics 
www.tamarorganics.
co.uk, 01579 371 
098

These companies sell certified 
organic seed or seeds raised without 
the use of agricultural chemicals, 
with the exception of 
Landlife Wildflowers:

• Real Seeds 
www.realseeds.co.uk, 
01239 821107

• Landlife Wildflowers 
www.wildflower.org.
uk, 0151 737 1819

• Jekka’s Herbs 
www.jekkasherbfarm.
com, 01454 418878

• Franchi Seeds 
www.seedsofitaly.
com, 0208 427 5020

If you can’t find these Best Buys in 
stores, you can order them online 
(using the links above). Alternatively 
you could contact companies via 
phone and ask for a catalogue to be 
mailed to you.

eth
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a
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As can be seen from a quick glance 
at the ethiscore table opposite, UK 
consumer seed companies provide very 
little information on 
how they operate. Few 
companies score well 
for their environmental 
reporting or supply chain 
management. This is 
due to little information 
being publicly available 
and companies not 
demonstrating explicitly 
environmental or socially 
progressive practices, 
for example, offering 
organic products only. 
This is also the case 
for wood-sourcing and cotton-sourcing 
policies, where companies have uncertified 
products on sale. Little information is also 
provided on the chemicals and methods 
used for treating seeds.

Policies on 
‘industrialised’ seed
Although no company covered in 
the ethiscore table was linked to the 
production of genetically modified (GM) 
seed, few companies provided statements 
outlining their position on GM technology 
or how they ensure their supply chains 
remained GM free. Only The Real Seed 
Collection, Stormy Hall, Duchy Originals, 
Franchi Seeds, Garden Organic, Chase 
Organics and Thompson and Morgan 
provided positive GMO policies.

The Real Seed Collection and Stormy 
Hall Seeds were the only companies that 
provided statements opposing F1 hybrids, 
supplying open-pollinated seeds only. 
Stormy Hall stated that it “rejects the use 
of hybrids because we are convinced that 
they are not suitable for [sustainable] plant 
growing. It is also impossible for gardeners 
and farmers to save their own seeds from 
F1 hybrid varieties. We therefore retain 
and care for well-tried varieties in order 
to ensure their continued development 

and availability. These varieties have been 
maintained and multiplied on organically-
managed land over many years and thus 

are well adapted to 
organic growing 
conditions”.

In addition to these 
two companies, Laura’s 
Organics’, Jekka’s 
Herbs’ and Landlife’s 
seed collections 
did not contain 
any F1 hybrids. 
Although Franchi 
seeds’ collection 
contained F1 hybrids, 
the company stated 
that 99.8% of its 

seed were open-pollinated traditional, 
heirloom or regional varieties, and 
that it merely supplied F1 hybrids to 
meet a small customer demand. This 
argument was similarly used by Chase 
Organics who stated “it is clear that 
many people growing organically are not 
anti-hybrids and use them as a reliable 
way of producing food. If they require, 
for instance, specific disease or weather 
resistance, or a plant that will grow quickly 
to avoid pest attacks, then an F1 hybrid 
variety may be the best way to achieve this, 
and for this reason we offer an informed 
choice”.

Sourcing seed
Where UK seed companies source 
their seed from is a seemingly seedy 
matter. Out of the 27 brands covered 
in this report, only seven provided any 
meaningful information on their seed 
sources: Real Seeds, Franchi Seeds, Kings 
Seeds, Landlife, Jekka’s Herbs, Stormy 
Hall Seeds and Seeds of Change. Those 
that did provide information about seed 
sources appeared to be some of the few 
companies supplying seed for gardens and 
allotments that actually grow some of their 
own seed! According to Paolo Arrigo of 
Franchi Seeds: “Before World War Two, 

Seeds for your 
garden or allotment

16
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in the UK there were more than 40 hobby 
seed companies that produced their own 
seeds for their own packets, now there are 
none left with the exception of Kings that 
produce roughly 15% of their own seeds 
and some very small cottage companies 
like Real Seeds and Garlic Farm Ltd. We 
are the only hobby seed company selling 
through garden centres that produces 
its own seeds for its own packets, almost 
80%”.
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Company profiles

Kings Seeds grows 16-20% of their seed 
and maintains its own mother seed 
stock, which is sent abroad for bulking 
up, helping to keep costs down.1 Suffolk 
Herbs, King Seeds’ sister company, offers 
a wide range of organic seed, as does the 
Duchy Originals organic seed collection, 
of which Thompson & Morgan is the sole 
retailer.

Thompson and Morgan sell a number 
of peat products, as do Edwin Tucker & 
Sons. For more information on the issues 
associated with peat see page 31.

Edwin Tucker & Sons and Mr Fothergill’s 
sell a number of pesticides, including 
Provado Ultimate Bug Killer, which 
contains the neonicotinoid, thiacloprid. 
The Soil Association advises consumers 
to avoid this product due to its impact on 
bee populations. Both companies also 
sell a number of animal products such as 
Blood, Fish and Bone, filled white bones 
and bone meal.

The Real Seed Collection is a not-
for-profit company dedicated to the 
production of open-pollinated seed 
varieties and education about home seed-
saving. The company sends out free seed 
saving instructions with every packet of 
seed so that, in theory, customers should 
have to purchase seed only once. The 
Real Seed Catalogue has sent 101,800 
sets of seed-saving instructions to its 
customers to date. The company actively 
campaigns against F1 seeds and was 
the only company in this report to have 
signed the Safe Seed Pledge, a pledge 
opposing the use of GM seed.2

Sutton Seeds has recently undergone a 
management buyout from Cooperative 
Limagrain, the fourth largest seed 
company in the world, and is now an 
independent company in its own right. 
Suttons Consumer Products own the 
Suttons and Dobies of Devon seed 
brands, and also retails the James Wong 
seed range.

Seeds of Change is owned by the 
chocolate giant Mars Inc. The company 
stated that it did “not source any seed 
from Monsanto”. Although Seeds of 
Change provide a GMO-free statement 
on its website, Mars Inc.’s GMO policy 
is more ambiguous and contains no 
commitment to excluding GMOs from 
its supply chain. It merely states that 
it complies with relevant laws and 
consumer preferences to determine which 
ingredients it uses.

All of Jekka’s Herb seeds come from an 
award-winning herbetum in Alveston, 
UK. Although the products are not 
certified organic, the herbetum is 
managed using organic principles.

Stormy Hall Seeds is a not-for profit 
organic company, producing Demeter 
and organic-certified seed, which is 
sourced from Botton Village in North 
Yorkshire, and a network of Biodynamic 
farms across the UK and Europe. Stormy 
Hall Seeds has recently started co-
developing a new initiative, The Seed 
Co-operative, with the Biodynamic 
Association and the Open Pollinated 
Seed Initiative. The Seed Co-operative 

hopes to breed new varieties of open-
pollinated plants suitable for sustainable 
farming practice and UK conditions, 
in addition to providing education to 
professional growers, home gardeners 
and the general public.

Stormy Hall Seeds is owned by the 
Camphill Village Trust – a charity which 
runs the volunteer-based community 
village of Botton in North Yorkshire. There 
has been some controversy surrounding 
the reconstruction of the Trust.

Landlife is an environmental charity 
based at the National Wildflower Centre 
in Merseyside, North West England, and 
offers a number of wild flower mixes of 
British origin through its trading arm, 
Landlife Wildflowers.

The Organic Gardening Catalogue is 
a joint project of Garden Organic and 
Chase Organics (a subsidiary of the Ian 
Allan Group). Surprisingly, the catalogue 

References (viewed January 2015:  1 www.telegraph.
co.uk/gardening/howtogrow/9945466/Where-to-
buy-the-best-value-vegetable-seeds.html  2 www.
councilforresponsiblegenetics.org/ViewPage.
aspx?pageId=261

contains a number of non-organic 
and F1 seeds despite being endorsed 
by Garden Organic – an organisation 
promoting organic agriculture and seed 
saving. When questioned about this, 
Chase Organic stated “Some cultivars 
and varieties are simply not available as 
organic seed and our aim is to supply 
a complete range for our customers to 
choose from. [Our non-organic seeds] are 
not treated with any chemical processes 
or dressings after harvest”.

The Ian Allan Group has operations in 
the aviation and automobile industries, 
both of which are considered to have a 
high climate impact factor.

Franchi Seeds 1783 is the oldest family 
run seed company in the world. It claims 
to be the only hobby seed company 
selling through garden centres that 
produces its own seeds (almost 80%). It is 
also the only Vegetarian Society approved 
UK seed company. Franchi is passionate 
about seed provenance and made history 
this year as the first seed company in the 
history of Slow Food to be invited to take 
a stand at their show ‘Salone del Gusto’. 
According to Franchi, not many British 
seed companies would qualify to take a 
stand at Salone due to the show requiring 
companies to produce their own seed 
or produce and exhibit regional seed 
varieties only.
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In times of economic hardship, people 
tend to return to ‘the land’ and the 
joys of home-grown fruit and veg. A 

light wallet also leads to gardeners and 
allotment owners raising more plants from 
seed or cuttings, rather than buying plants 
and seedlings from garden centres. 

Despite the majority of the UK’s 
population being based in concentrated 
urban areas, the UK is no exception to this 
trend for growing more in recessionary 
times. UK allotment waiting lists are 
increasing year on year, and seed suppliers 
report increasing sales of vegetable seed.1 
According to Garden Media’s 2014 Garden 
Trends report, consumers globally are 
spending more leisure time outdoors. 
“People are vowing to restore balance to 
their lives [and are] beginning to truly 
understand the relationship between 
gardening and connecting with nature – 
and how this can lead to a fully satisfied, 
purposeful life”. The report went on to 
predict future gardening trends, which 
included an increase in wildlife gardening 
and food growing, especially of ‘super 
foods’.

Growing food  
in the city
According to the National Allotment 
Society, there are approximately 330,000 
allotment plots in the UK, and a demand 
for at least 90,000 more.2 Local Authorities’ 
failure to meet this growing demand 
has partly contributed to the move by 
community groups to reclaim public 
land for food growing and wildlife. The 
Federation of City Farms and Community 
Gardens estimates it now indirectly 
supports more than 1,000 community 
gardens through its free publications, 

services and national events. The actual 
figure is presumably much bigger as it 
does not account for the growing guerrilla 
gardening movement, and the many green 
spaces being enhanced under the cover of 
night! 

‘Growing your own’ has also become 
popular in schools. Half of all primary 
schools (about 12,000) and 1,750 
secondary schools have signed up to 
the Royal Horticultural Society’s (RHS) 
Campaign for School Gardening since it 
launched in 2007. Universities have also 
jumped on board, with the National Union 
of Students funding several ‘edible campus’ 
projects.

Discussions around global food 
security and climate change are 
recognising the importance of this 
growing local-food movement, with urban 
agriculture and home growing playing a 
potentially key role in the future of our 
food system. Public health campaigns have 
also raised awareness of the importance 
of gardening and growing your own, for 
improving physical and mental health. 

Gardening with 
wildlife in mind
Home gardens in UK cities occupy more 
than ten times the area of protected nature 
reserves, offering a hugely under-utilised 
resource for supporting wildlife. More 
people are becoming aware of this fact 
and are willing to sacrifice areas of their 
garden lawn for wildlife. In 2014 the RHS 
conducted a random survey of 2000 adults 
across the UK and found that 51% of 
respondents had created wildlife-friendly 
areas in their gardens and 71% felt they 
saw more wildlife in their gardens due to 
the plants they grew.3

This encouraging trend has been helped 
by numerous awareness-raising campaigns 
run by organisations such as Friends of 
the Earth, Greenpeace and the RHS on the 
plight of the honey bee. Seed companies 
have also been supportive, selling an array 
of wild flower seed mixes and noting other 
‘bee friendly’ plants in their catalogues. 
The ethiscore table on page 18 highlights 
where wild flower seed can be bought.

Seeds: the weapon  
of choice
Buying plants from garden centres offers 
an easy way of creating ‘instant impact’ in 
your garden and may minimise growing 
disappointments. However, this is a more 
costly option than raising plants from 
seed, and removes the excitement of 
waiting for little shoots to raise their heads 
from the earth! This connection with the 
full plant cycle and the creation of life 
from soil and a seed has been linked to 
improvements in mental health.

Other benefits of growing from seed 
include having a wider choice of plants 
to grow than those on offer in shops, and 
having full control over the nutritional and 
chemical inputs of the plants you raise. 
It is also easier to raise some plants from 
seed (such as peas, beetroot and beans) 
and create some ‘habitats’ from seed, such 
as wild flower meadows, so long as the 
right growing conditions are provided.

Growing for food and 
wildlife in a recession

References (viewed 23rd January 2015):  1 www.
transitiontownwestkirby.org.uk/files/ttwk_nsalg_
survey_2013.pdf  2 www.nsalg.org.uk/allotment-info/
brief-history-of-allotments  3 press.rhs.org.uk/RHS/
files/a5/a5469e4b-5ebe-4094-8f17-9de3f1826c82.pdf  

Raising vegetables and wildlife-friendly plants 
from seed is becoming increasing popular. 
Anna Clayton explores the reasons why.
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For thousands of years seed saving 
was common practice for farmers 
and growers, as fundamental 

as maintaining soil fertility and crop 
husbandry. It was the norm for farmers to 
select the plants most suited to their land 
and collect the open-pollinated seed from 
the best plants. This selected seed adapts 
to the climate and soil type of that land, 
known as a landrace. This leads to a hugely 
diverse living bank of seeds that constantly 
adapts to changes and results in resilient 
plants that have an ability to tolerate stress 
caused by environmental pressures.

Unfortunately, since the uptake of 
modern F1 hybrid seed, whose offspring 
do not produce traits true to the 
parent, and cannot therefore be saved 
to reproduce reliable crops, farmers’ 
landraces have dwindled. F1 seeds 
produce vigorous, uniform crops, but 

breeding from them leads to offspring 
with lack of vigour and lower yields. This 
commercial advantage was taken on board 
by the fertiliser companies who began 
breeding seeds and adding them to their 
catalogues. 

The first Plant Patent Act came 
about in 1930 in the U.S. and led to 
large agricultural companies, who bred 
F1 hybrids (along with manufacturing 
chemical fertilisers and pesticides) being 
given some legal protection for ‘their’ 
seeds. Seed varieties and plants eventually 
became intellectual property. The result: 
67% of the world’s proprietary seed (i.e. 
seed with intellectual property rights) is 
owned by 10 companies.1 These companies 
pushed the hybrid vigour of these seeds 
and farmers became reliant on them 
just as they had become relliant on the 
fertilisers and pesticides that these same 

companies were manufacturing. The Green 
Revolution saw farmers become dependent 
on this modern way of farming and they lost 
the more traditional skills of rotation and 
seed saving. It is estimated that since the 
1900’s around 75% of plant genetic diversity 
has been lost due to farmers relying so 
heavily on hybrid seed.2

Reclaiming the seeds
As farmers, growers and a nation of amateur 
gardeners, we must reinvigorate the skill 
of seed saving and take back control of 
our seeds and ultimately, our food system. 
This is one of the first steps of food 
sovereignty: “the right of peoples to healthy 
and culturally appropriate food produced 
through ecologically sound and sustainable 
methods; and their right to define their own 
food and agriculture systems”.3 

Ashley Wheeler from the Landworkers’ Alliance explains how farmers 
and growers are uniting to reclaim the lost skill of seed saving.

Industrialisation of the seed
Since the dawn of agriculture, farmers and growers have saved their own ‘open-pollinated’ seed. This cultural practice has become less 
common, especially in the West. Reasons for this trend are summarised in the timeline below.

Mid 19th Century

Seed quality improves with advances in crop 
science. Glasshouses and muslin screens are 
used to increase pollination rates and viable 

seed. First seed businesses emerge but market 
remains stagnant as no way to protect work of 

plant breeders.

1854-1865 onwards

Gregor Mendel, an Austrian monk, 
discovers the potential of recessive 
and dominant genes. Genetics is 
born!1 Mendel’s work was largely 

ignored until the early 20th century 
when it was ‘rediscovered’ by three 

European scientists. 

Early 20th Century

F1 hybrids developed = 
Improved seed quality, more 
vigorous plants and higher 
yields. Opportunity also 

provided for plant breeders 
to protect their work.

1930 Plant Patent Act in US

Mechanisation of agriculture 
= hybrid seed varieties 

favoured over local varieties. 
Uniformity and monocultures 
favoured over diversity. Seed 
production becomes more 
concentrated. Number of 

seed companies decreases.

Seed saving: a lost skill

1850 1891 19321871 1912
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By continuing to save and breed seed 
varieties that are locally adaptable we can 
begin to reverse this loss of biodiversity 
and build up a constantly evolving living 
seed bank. It is of paramount importance 
that we work to bring back life to the 
skill of seed saving and set up networks 
amongst farmers and growers to start 
breeding more open-pollinated seed 
varieties, which can be exchanged amongst 
local groups and used commercially.

The South West Seed 
Savers’ Cooperative 
(SWSSC)
In our belief that farmers should have the 
right to saving, sowing and exchanging 
their own seeds, the Landworkers’ Alliance 
and the Soil Association came together 
in October 2014 to host Save Our Seeds, 
a two day event held at Embercombe in 
Devon. It gave farmers and growers an 
insight into the history of seed saving, 
current legislation and a practical 
workshop to show how simple it is and 
how little is required to save seed. This 
event saw the launch of the South West 
Seed Savers’ Cooperative, a seed saving 

network amongst growers and farmers in 
the South West of England. 

The basic idea of the SWSSC is that each 
member saves open-pollinated seeds, even 
if it is just from one variety of crop. We will 
gather in the autumn to share our seeds, 
so that each member comes away with 
many more varieties and can become less 
reliant on hybrid seeds bought from seed 
companies. The members will gradually be 
breeding varieties that are locally adapted 
and so will produce more resilient crops 
with a greater genetic diversity than if they 

were to use hybrid seeds. 
The SWSSC will continue to host 

workshops and events to help members 
relearn the skill of seed saving. Practical 
advice and guidance will be given to 
members, and farm visits will take place to 
learn the technicalities of seed saving. The 
intention is to have local groups all over the 
UK. 

If you are a grower or farmer in the South 
West of England and wish to be a part of the 
South West Seed Savers’ Cooperative please 
contact ashley@trillfarm.co.uk.

Post World War II and the 
Green Revolution (late 1960s)

Seed research and development 
driven by advances in synthetic 
fertilisers, pesticides and plant 

breeding for high yielding 
crops. Seed production more 

widely considered the work of 
scientists, not farmers.

1961

Europe introduces 
the International 

Convention for the 
Protection of New 
Varieties of Plants.

1970 Plant Variety Protection Act

Provides further incentives for investment 
in the seed sector by big businesses. 

1980s

Royal Dutch 
Shell largest seed 
company in the 

world.

1991

First genetically modified 
crop (variety of tobacco) 

released on the open 
market. US and Europe 

unite and create 
International Convention 
for the Protection of New 

Varieties of Plants (UPOV).

1994

Plant patent protection, 
as defined by UPOV, 

included as one of the 
draft commitments 
signed up to by 148 

countries under 
the World Trade 
Organisation’s 

Agreement on Trade 
Related Aspects of 

Intellectual Property 
Rights.

2005

74% of cauliflower seeds are 
hybrids, 80% of carrots, 87% 
of spinach, 89% of tomatoes.2 

Since 1900’s, 75% of 
agricultural genetic diversity 
has been lost as farmers rely 
so heavily on hybrid seed.3

2008

Proprietary seed market 
(brand name seed) accounts 

for 82% of global seed 
market; 67% of which is 

controlled by 10 companies. 
Monsanto is the largest seed 

company in the world.4

6th May 2013

Draft of proposed EU Plant 
Reproductive Material Law. 

(Hopes to replace existing EU 
directives with a single EU 

regulation that will require all 
seed sold commercially to be 
registered on a single EU list).

References:  1 ETC Group, Who owns Nature? Corporate Power and the Final Frontier in the Commodification 
of Life. 2008: www.etcgroup.org/sites/www.etcgroup.org/files/publication/707/01/etc_won_report_final_color.
pdf  2 FAO, What is Agrobiodiversity?. 2004 ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/007/y5609e/y5609e00.pdf  3 Nyelini, 
Declaration of the Forum for Food Sovereignty, 2007: www.nyeleni.org/spip.php?article290

The Save Our Seeds 
event in Devon, last 
year.

1974 20151932 1953 1995

References: Timeline Adapted from Seeds of Resistance, Ed Hamer, the Land 15 Winter 2013/14, s.coop/1v6jt  1 www.biography.com/people/gregor-mendel-
39282#experiments-and-theories, viewed Jan 2015  2 Brinch P. 2011. Open Pollinated Seeds. Answering Four Questions. Organic Horticulture Symposium  
3 FAO, What is Agrobiodiversity? 2004, ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/007/y5609e00.pdf  4 Who Owns Nature? Corporate Power and the Final Frontier in the 
Commodification of Life, 2008, etc group 

1970s 

Large agricultural companies interested in the 
expanding seed market and the new form of 

proprietary ownership of seed. Seed becomes 
part of the agribusiness package (pesticides + 

herbicides + machinery + seed).
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UK seed 
saving 
initiatives

There are many seed 
swapping events held 
throughout the UK, 
primarily in the spring 
or autumn. The Soil 
Association have tried 
to map some of these 
events on their website: 
s.coop/1v7on. However, 
there are so many 
events happening that 
it is difficult to map 
them all out. To find 
out if a seed swapping 
event is happening 
near you, contact your 
local allotment society, 
community garden or 
Transition Towns Group.  
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Seedy Sunday

Seedy Sunday is the UK’s 
biggest community seed swap 
which takes place in Brighton 

and Hove every February. It is also 
a campaign which aims to protect 

biodiversity and ‘protest against the 
increasing control of the seed supply 

by a handful of large companies’.

www.seedysunday.org

seeds@seedysunday.
org.uk

Dyfi Valley Seed 
Savers (DVSS)

DVSS is a not-for-profit 
organisation, based in Machynlleth, 
mid-Wales, and is run primarily by 

volunteers. DVSS coordinates the Apple 
Mach Register and Welsh Vegetable 

Project and appears to organise a ‘Seedy 
Sunday’ event every March, amongst 

other seasonal swapping events.

www.dyfivalleyseedsavers.org.uk

info@dyfivalleyseedsavers.
org.uk

Garden 
Organic’s Heritage 
Seed Library (HSL)

The HSL is based in Coventry and 
guards approximately 800 open-

pollinated varieties. Seed is collected 
by the Garden Organic team in addition 

to ‘Seed Guardians’ – dedicated HSL 
members.

www.gardenorganic.org.uk

enquiry@gardenorganic.org.uk

024 7630 3517

South West Seed 
Savers’ Cooperative

New initiative launched in 
October 2014 in the South West of 

England that hopes to train members 
(farmers and growers) to save and share 

a range of seed varieties that are adapted 
to local environmental conditions.

landworkersalliance.org.uk/south-
west-seed-savers-cooperative

ashely@trillfarm.co.uk

Open 
Pollinated Seed 
Initiative (OPSI)

OPSI was established in England 
in 2010 by Peter Brinch. It aims 

to ‘raise awareness and promote the 
practise of using and investing in open-
pollinated seeds throughout the world. 
The OPSI’s website has vast amounts of 

useful information and resources.

www.open-pollinated-seeds.org.uk

Peter Brinch: 
phdbrinch@gmail.com

01342 822935

Irish 
Seed Savers 

Association (ISAA)  
The ISSA, based in Capparoe, 

Scarriff, was founded in 1991 and 
now protects over 600 varieties of 
rare fruit and vegetables in its seed 
bank. It passes seed on to members 
so that they can learn to save them 
and grow them, protecting Ireland’s 

agricultural diversity. 
www.irishseedsavers.ie 
info@irishseedsavers.ie    
061 921856 / 921866

London Freedom 
Seed Bank (LFSB) 

The LFSB is a living seed bank 
based in London. It sources its 
seed from a network of organic 

growers throughout London. The 
group runs seed saving workshops 

and events throughout the year. 
londonfreedomseedbank.

wordpress.com/about 
freedomseedbank@

gmail.com

Lancaster’s 
Seed Library

Living seed bank based 
in Lancaster Library (from 

Spring 2015).

www.incredible-edible-
lancaster.org.uk

dennis_toul@yahoo.gr

Tower Hamlets 
Community Seed Library

c/o the Women’s Environmental 
Network, 20 Club Row, Ground 

Floor, London, E2 7EY

Visit the website: s.coop/1v6fx

Or contact the group via email: 
info@wen.org.uk

020 7481 9004

Sheffield annual 
seed swap

For more information 
contact Darrell Maryon

07768 932613 
darrell@heeleyfarm.

org.uk

Biodynamic 
Plant Breeding and 
Seed Co-operative

Based at Willow Hall Farm in Essex, 
the Biodynamic Association have 

joined forces with Stormy Hall Seeds 
and the Open Pollinated Seed Initiative 

to produce UK-raised seed that is suitable 
for sustainable agricultural practices, and 

provide education on seed saving.

Visit the website: s.coop/1v6fv or contact 
Peter Brown peterbrown@biodynamic.

org.uk

01453 759501

20
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Buy organic, open-pollinated seed from one of Ethical 
Consumer’s Best Buy seed companies.

Choose vegetables to eat and grow for taste and 
provenance, rather than size and a uniform shape.

Pressure your favourite seed company to source more 
open-pollinated seed and encourage them to display the 
open-pollinated seed logo (see page 13) on their packets.

Sign the Declaration on Seed Freedom, seedfreedom.in/
declaration

Turn your garden into a nectar- and pollen-rich zone for 
pollinating insects, supporting them in their important 
seed creation role.

Seed bomb your neighbourhood and any un-loved land 
with wild flower seeds collected locally or bought from 
one of Ethical Consumer’s Best Buy seed companies.

Learn how to save seed and join your local seed savers 
group or set up a local living seed library.

Keep up to date on changes in seed legislation, and  
initiate/join a campaign or sign a petition where necessary.

Avoid companies promoting F1 hybrids, GMOs and 
harmful pesticides over open-pollinated seed varieties and 
organic farming methods. And let them know why!

Celebrate the seed and host a seed-related event,  
spreading awareness of the seed’s important role.  
Events can be publicised on seedfreedom.info/events/
submit-your-event

10 steps you can take to protect seed freedom.

As the light returns and the days lengthen, it’s time to prepare for the growing season 
ahead. The type of seed we purchase and where we purchase our seed from, can play a 
small part in protecting seed diversity. We can also do more. Below are 10 ideas of what 
we, as individuals, can do to help support the growing Seed Freedom Movement.

Sowing seeds of resistance

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
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On the face of it, a new European 
Directive that allows member 
states to ban cultivation of EU-

approved genetically modified crops on 
their territories could seem a good thing. 
Some say it is a devolution of power, but 
Greenpeace have called it a ‘disgraceful EU 
stitch-up’. As the news broke on January 
13th, campaigners responded with images 
of a Trojan horse and a noose. 

Opening the door 
to GM
The GM industry, along with pro-GM 
governments including the UK, Spain and 
the Netherlands, have struggled for years 
to get GM crops approved in Europe. With 
widespread public scepticism, scientific 
controversy and a majority of EU member 
states voting in opposition, only one plant 
(Monsanto’s MON810 maize – mostly 
grown in Spain) is currently approved for 
commercial cultivation in Europe.

In May 2014, UK genetics watchdog 
Genewatch published a dossier of Freedom 
of Information requests showing collusion 
between GM companies and the UK 
government leading up to the EU vote. In 
November 2014, the European Parliament 
Environment Committee voted to include 
some strong safeguards, but most of these 
were removed in December when the draft 
law went through a ‘Trialogue’ process for 
amendment. In January 2015, the law was 

passed with a majority of 480 to 159. EU-
wide agreement will no longer be needed 
for crops that have been approved by 
the European Food Standards Authority 
(EFSA).

The Ecologist has reported that “This 
so called ‘opt-out’ regulation is really an 
‘opt-in’ measure, as its effect would be to 
breach the existing de facto moratorium 
on GMOs, and free up countries such as 
the UK which want to press ahead with 
the cultivation of GM crops”.1

Defences are weak
Although some say the law allows 
countries a wider range of grounds 
than before on which to ban GM crops, 
others point out that arguements cannot 
conflict with EFSA’s environmental risk 
assessment, and it may be a struggle 
to make a strong enough legal case. 
Furthermore, bans can be challenged by 
GM companies. The potential for costly 
legal battles is in itself a deterrent, made 
stronger by the threat of private arbitration 
tribunals if TTIP (Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership) or similar trade 
deals go ahead.

The European Food Standards 
Authority have been accused of bias for 
basing their risk assessments of proposed 
GM crops on data provided by the GM 
companies, who have routinely obstructed 
independent research into their results.2 
A 2008 ‘Petition To The European 
Parliament: EFSA Violates EU Consumers’ 
Rights’ from pressure group GM Free 
Cymru (Wales) has been kept ‘alive’ by 
MEPs because its concerns have still not 
been satisfactorily dealt with. There have 
also been allegations of corruption in 
EFSA’s reapproval process for the herbicide 
glyphosate, formulations of which are 
widely used with GM crops.3

“This directive offers no meaningful 
protection to people who want to make 
informed choices about what they are 
eating or to farmers who want to protect 

their fields from the superweeds and 
biodiversity loss associated with the kind 
of GM crops likely to be heading our 
way. There are no EU-wide mandatory 
measures to prevent contamination within 
an individual member state and no rules 
governing liability. That means it’s down to 
the UK Government to protect our right to 
grow and eat GM Free.” says the director 
of GM Freeze, the UK umbrella campaign 
for those concerned about the impacts of 
genetic modification in food and farming.

Who else is 
campaigning on this?
Campaign group Beyond GM published a 
‘Letter from America’ in November 2014 
from concerned US citizens warning the 
UK not to allow the spread of GMOs as 
has happened in the USA. They list a wide 
range of concerns including an increase 
in pesticide use; a resulting growth of 
resistant superweeds and bugs, and 
damage to the soil and potentially human 
health; the contamination of GM-free food; 
and the corporate control of seeds and 
the wider food system, undermining the 
development of sustainable alternatives.

This view is in stark contrast to BBC 
reporting on the day the law passed, with 
Science Editor David Shukman presenting 
a picture on the Ten O’clock News that it 
brings us freedom and choice.

Beyond GM are encouraging people 
to write to their MPs in their own words. 
They are also running a visual petition, 
GM Free ME (see beyond-gm.org). 

See also: Greens/EFA for a Gmo-free 
Europe (http://gmo.greens-efa.eu) and  
GM Freeze (www.gmfreeze.org).

Commercial GM crops 
in the UK by 2016?
Amid conflicting claims about a new EU ‘opt-out’ law, GM 
campaigners say voicing concerns is now more important 
than ever. Ruth Strange unpicks the confusion.
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References: 1 www.theecologist.org/News/news_
analysis/2700945/uk_ministers_prepare_for_2017_
gm_crop_rollout.html 2 www.gmfreecymru.org.
uk/pivotal_papers/petition.htm 3 www.i-sis.org.uk/
Scandal_of_Glyphosate_Reassessment_in_Europe.
php(websites accessed 14.1.15)
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In the 1970s, Henry Kissinger, the 
US Secretary of State, famously 
said: “Control oil and you control 

nations...Control food and you control the 
people.” The 2012 film, Seeds of Freedom, 
developed this quote one step further 
when John Vidal, Environment Editor at 
The Guardian commented: “If you can 
control the seed, you control the profit 
from growing food”.1

Monsanto: the seed 
industry’s dictator
With net sales of US$15.85 billion in 2014, 
Monsanto is the largest seed company in 
the world, and accounts for more than 
27% of the proprietary seed market.4 In 
relation to genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs), Monsanto was reported to 
account for 87% of the total world area 
devoted to genetically engineered seeds 
in 2007.2,3 Monsanto’s biggest competitor, 
DuPont, has understandably criticised 
the company’s monopoly: “In comments 
submitted to US antitrust investigators, 
DuPont points to Monsanto’s monopoly 
in GM trait markets for herbicide-tolerant 
soybean (98%) and corn (79%). DuPont 
also notes that Monsanto, as “a single 
gatekeeper,” has the power to raise seed 
prices and exclude competition”.4

Holding Monsanto’s reins is a board 
of directors, which is currently made 
up of a number of powerful members 
from different industries. More notable 
directors include Gregory Boyce, 
chairman and chief executive officer of the 
world’s largest private-sector coal company 
(Peabody Energy Corporation); Jon R. 
Moeller, financial officer of The Procter 
& Gamble Company; and Janice Fields, 
the former president of McDonald’s USA. 
In 2014 all of the company’s executives 
received compensation of above $1 million 
each, including Hugh Grant, chairman of 
the board and chief executive officer, who 
received $13,436,483.

GMOs: Monsanto’s 
products of 
controversy
Although Monsanto does not have any 
consumer facing brands in the UK, it 
has become a well-recognised corporate 
villain. Its infamous brand portfolio 
includes its Roundup herbicide brand and 
the biotechnology trait, Roundup Ready, 
which enables crops to tolerate Roundup 
and other glyphosate-based herbicides. 
Its aggressive marketing of GMOs, 
lobbying against GMO labelling, its veto of 
independent studies on its products, and 
its controversial protection of intellectual 
property rights, have made Monsanto a 
popular target for anti-GMO campaigns 
and sustainable agriculture activists.6 
According to the Center for Food Safety’s 
2013 report ‘Seed Giants vs US farmers’, 
farmers have paid Monsanto an estimated 
$85 to $160 million in out-of-court 
settlements since 2006.

Monsanto’s practices do not look set 
to change. In its 2014 Annual Report 
the company stated that “Intellectual 
property rights are crucial to our business, 
particularly our Seeds and Genomics 
segment”. What’s more, according to the 
Open Secrets website, Monsanto spent 
US$5.5 million on lobbying in 2013,5 and 
was reported, by the Union of Concerned 
Scientists, to have spent more on lobbying 
than all other agribusinesses to “persuade 
Congress and the public to maintain the 
industrial agriculture status quo”.

An even darker past
However, not all of Monsanto’s criticism 
comes from its work with GMOs. 
Since its initial founding as a chemical 
company in 1901, Monsanto has been 
accused of a plethora of human rights and 
environmental violations.10 These include 
manufacturing DDT, polychlorinated 
biphenyls and Agent Orange (which was 
supplied to the US military in Vietnam).7 

It was also linked to the poisoning and deaths 
of farmers in India and France, and criticised 
for promoting unsustainable agricultural 
practices.7,8

What’s the verdict?
In December 2011, Monsanto, along with 
Dow, Bayer, Syngenta, DuPont and BASF 
faced a public trial, having been accused by 
a Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal of “violating 
more than 20 instruments of international 
human rights law through promoting reliance 
on the sale and use of dangerous and unsafe 
pesticides including endosulfan, paraquat 
and neonicotinoids”.9 The Tribunal, which 
took place in India, concluded that all six 
corporations were responsible for:
• “Gross, widespread and systematic 

violations of the right to health and life, 
economic, social and cultural rights, as well 
as of civil and political rights, and women’s 
and children’s’ rights”.

• The “violation of indigenous peoples’ 
human rights and other entitlements”.

• Causing “avoidable catastrophic risks, 
increasing the prospects of extinction 
of biodiversity, including species whose 
continued existence is necessary for 
reproduction of human life.”10

Does this sound like a company that should 
be trusted with our food system’s seed?

Monsanto: guardian 
of seeds or profits?
Anna Clayton reveals some stories behind 
the seed industry’s biggest player.

References (websites viewed January 2015):  1 www.
seedsoffreedom.info/about-the-film/voices-from-the-film  
2 www.nationofchange.org/10-companies-controlling-
world-s-seed-supply-1382363748  3 www.gmwatch.org/
gm-firms/10558-the-worlds-top-ten-seed-companies-
who-owns-nature  4 www.cnph.embrapa.br/organica/pdf/
seed_freedom_revisited.pdf pp 31  5 www.opensecrets.
org/news/2013/10/the-battle-over-gmos-monsanto-others-
fighting-on-multiple-fronts  6 www.ethicalconsumer.
org, story of the day 17/6/2014, 27/11/2013, 
14/2/2012, 20/7/2010  7 modernfarmer.com/2014/03/
monsantos-good-bad-pr-problem  8 www.reuters.com/
article/2012/02/13/us-france-pesticides-monsanto-
idUSTRE81C0VQ20120213  9 www.theecologist.org/
News/news_analysis/1122020/monsanto_bayer_and_dow_
face_trial_for_systematic_human_rights_abuses.html  10 
www.pan-germany.org/download/Initial_Findings_and_
Recommendations.pdf  11 itvs.org/films/bitter-seeds
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Where did our laws 
come from?
Like many laws, the first seed regulations 
started for good reasons. Some aimed to 
protect growers from unscrupulous seed 
merchants in the absence of consumer 
protection. Others sought to protect seed 
companies and give confidence that they 
would make a profit from their breeding 
endeavours.

National lists and the 
common catalogue
Current UK seed legislation is mostly 
determined by EU legislation, though 
there is some flexibility in interpretation. 
To sell a ‘variety’ of a vegetable, it must 
be on a ’national list‘ which forms part 
of the EU common catalogue. By law, a 
vegetable ‘variety’ is more or less defined 
by it being DUS tested: Distinct (different 
to other known varieties), Uniform 
(all plants of that variety are the same) 
and Stable (plants can be grown for 
generations without significant change). 
Unlike F1 hybrids, Open-Pollinated (OP) 
varieties are able to breed and develop and 
could therefore be considered unstable. 
Indeed this is one of their most attractive 
qualities, allowing growers to save seed 
and adapt it to their own microclimate, 
contributing to biodiversity. Even at this 
basic level the legislation attempts to 
categorise and tie down something that is 
ever-changing.

Registering a variety is costly (around 
£2.5K – depending on variety). Defra 
have been implementing a less onerous 
registration for “amateur vegetable 
varieties” which is generally popular with 
smaller seed companies, but has been 
criticised by EU colleagues as improperly 
implementing the current laws. 

However, DUS testing is just one 
of 12 pieces of EU legislation relating 
to what they call “plant reproductive 
material” (PRM). That’s seeds and cuttings 
to you and me! In 2013 the European 

Commission put forward a proposal to 
rationalise these and achieve a number 
of other aims – some laudable, some 
misguided and some ludicrous. For 
instance:
• “Promote agrobiodiversity, sustainable 

production and innovation.” The 
proposal imposed huge administrative 
and cost burdens onto producers likely 
to have had the opposite effect!

• “Stimulate exports to countries outside 
the EU” by creating confidence in a 
highly regulated sector. Even if true 
the effect on non-export markets far 
outweighed any potential benefit.

Amid allegations of influence from 
multinational seed companies to over-
regulate an already highly regulated 
market, here are a couple of examples of 
how a law designed for broadacre arable 
seed production appears to have little 
relevance and poses a significant risk for 
vegetable and ornamental producers:
1. A proposed increase in the scope 

of the regulation. Until now, the law 
controls variety for seeds of arable 
and major vegetable crops. The new 
directive included cuttings, rootstocks, 
module plants, and even potted plants 
of both edible and ornamental varieties. 
With an estimated 50,000 currently 
unregulated ornamental varieties that 
would need registering and testing, you 
can picture the opposition from both 
industry and Defra.

2. ‘Value for Cultivation and Use’(VCU). 
You might imagine that growers are 
perfectly capable of deciding which 
varieties are useful to them! The 
VCU test requires there to be a “clear 
improvement” on any existing variety 
before being approved. However, often 
the full potential of a variety is only 
realised after a long period of time, or 
in particular conditions. 

If implemented, the legislation would 
almost certainly have resulted in a reduced 
number and increased cost of varieties, 
as well as some seed companies going out 
of business. There was concern about the 
impact on medium-sized seed breeders, 
and fear of a growing gulf between supply 
of “heritage” varieties and F1 hybrids.

The EU parliament rejected the 2013 
proposed changes by 615 votes to 15, in 
part due to huge public opposition to the 
bill throughout Europe.3 The Commission 
initially proposed major amendments 
with rumours of a split regulation for 
larger commercial enterprises and home 
gardeners. This would have allowed freer 
regulation for small scale supply but 
give the desired reassurance for large 
production. Our general view is that the 
less regulation around variety the better. In 
particular, there should be no patents for 
genetic plant material. 

However, just before Christmas 
2014, the Commission placed it on their 
provisional list of legislation to abandon. 
We are still waiting to hear the final 
outcome. 

Although this may appear to be a 
victory, it may not be the best outcome. 
The rejection is unlikely to have an impact 
on the current enforcement of UK laws, 
but we will still have to limp on with the 
current, not-for-purpose legislation until 
the Commission can find time to prioritise 
a new proposal. With current legislation 
having already contributed to a 75% loss 
in agrobiodiversity, change is needed.4 
But it must be the right change. To keep 
up to date with progress on this, follow 
the Soil Association seed pages: www.
soilassociation.org/saveourseeds

How do EU seed laws affect 
choice for UK growers?

Ben Raskin from the Soil Association answers this complex question.

References:  1 www.cipa.org.uk/pages/info-papers-plants  2 www.epo.org/about-us/annual-reports-statistics/annual-report/2013/download-
centre.html  3 www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-room/content/20140307IPR38202/html/MEPs-reject-draft-seed-regulation 4 www.
fao.org/docrep/007/y5609e/y5609e02.htm 
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Despite the well documented 
environmental consequences of its 
extraction peat still remains the 

growing medium of choice among many 
amateur and professional gardeners. 

In 2013, 1.9 million cubic metres of 
peat were sold in the UK, which accounts 
for just over half of the overall market for 
growing media.

Of this huge volume of peat, over 95% 
was used in growing media, with the 
majority (two-thirds) being consumed by 
amateur gardeners, and the remainder by 
professional growers, local authorities and 
landscapers. Just under half of the peat 
sold for growing media came from the 
Republic of Ireland, with a further 38% 
coming from the UK, and the rest from 
Northern Europe.1

Reducing peat consumption among 
amateur gardeners is key to continuing 
the decline of peat production, not just 
in Europe but globally, as this group still 
presents the greatest demand.

In an effort to protect the environment, 
the UK government produced a Natural 
Environment White Paper in 2011, setting 
out targets for the complete phase-out of 
peat usage by 2030 (see page 30).

As a result, UK peat production 
declined by just under a third between 
2011 and 2013. Production in the Republic 
of Ireland, a key source of peat to the 
UK market, has also declined. However, 
extraction from cheaper sources in 
Northern Europe have held steady.

Peat appeal
The popularity of peat is relatively recent, 
growing out of a deliberate campaign by 
producers in the 1950s to replace heavy, 
loam-based growing media (those made 
of plant material) which were costly to 
transport.

Peat is much lighter and, although 
naturally sterile, holds nutrients and water 

well, releasing them as required. Peat is 
also a good soil improver, breaking up 
heavy, clay soils and binding sandy, silty 
ones. Its low pH also makes peat good for 
acid-loving (ericaceous) plants.4

There has also been some doubt cast on 
the quality of peat alternatives and we look 
at this on page 27.

Peatlands under threat
But this quality and convenience comes at 
a cost for both biodiversity and the earth’s 
climate.

According to the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature, 
the biodiversity of UK peatlands is 
of international significance.5 These 
peatlands, especially blanket bogs, 
support multiple bird species which have 
legal protection under national and EU 
conservation law, such as golden plover, 
greenshank and red-throated diver.6

Indeed, one of the most important 
functions of peatlands is to reproduce 
themselves as a global carbon store. In 
waterlogged bogs plants do not decompose 

when they die, rather their organic matter 
is laid down and slowly accumulates as 
peat due to the lack of oxygen. In the 
process, the carbon that would have been 
released during decomposition remains 
stored in the peat itself, released only 
when the bogs are drained and cut or 
when the peat is burned.

This process of laying down new peat 
accumulations make peatland ecosystems 
vital to maintaining the global peat store6 
(see pages 28 and 29).

Still the choice of 
gardeners
However despite the multiple 
environmental issues associated with peat 
extraction it remains widely available on 
the UK market. This is partly due to the 
negative attention peat-free alternatives 
continue to receive. We look at the 
controversial Which? peat-free guide on 
page 27 and then explore some peat-free 
compost do’s and don’ts.

Guide to peat-free compost

References: 1 Growing Media Production 2013 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/peat-usage-in-growing-
media-production#history, viewed on 15 January 2015  5 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
Commission of Inquiry on Peatlands www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/publications/commission-inquiry, visited 
15 January 2015  6 IUCN Peatland Biodiversity www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/publications/commission-
inquiry/work-commission/peatland-biodiversity, visited 15 January 15

Joanna Long and Tim 
Hunt explain which 
is the best peat-free 
alternative and who to 
buy it from.

Peat extraction in South Lanarkshire. There can be no doubt about the environmental 
damage that the extraction of peat has had and is having on the natural environment. 
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Company profiles 
The Scotts Miracle-Gro Company, which 
owns both the Miracle-Gro and Levington 
brands, is the world’s largest marketer 
of branded consumer lawn and garden 
products, including Monsanto’s Roundup 
brand. Although Miracle-Gro and Levington 
both offer peat-free composts, the company 
also sells Irish peat alongside a range of 
toxic herbicides and insecticides.1 In 2012 
the company was fined $4.5m (US) by a 
US District Court for adding unlicensed 
pesticides to their wild bird feeds.2

The company also scores Ethical Consumer’s 
worst ratings for likely use of tax avoidance 
strategies, environmental reporting and 
supply chain management. In 2014 it paid 
four of its directors between $2.9m and 
$4.1m (US) each, which Ethical Consumer 
deemed to be excessive.

Another big name in the horticultural 
market is William Sinclair, which owns the 
J. Arthur Bower brand and the New Horizon 
peat-free brand. The company formerly 
extracted peat for its products from Chat 
Moss, an area of lowland bog, farmland 
and woodland in Greater Manchester and a 
source of significant wildlife interest,3 but its 
application to renew this extraction contract 

was refused by Salford City Council in 2011. 
Apparently ignoring the inherent climate 
change implications of all peat extraction, 
the company lamented that it would now 
have to import peat from Ireland and the 
continent, “with the carbon footprint that 
travel imposes on that.”4

Viridor and Vital Earth offer peat-free 
composts based on recycled green and 
kitchen waste. 

Viridor is the larger of the two, composting 
over 300,000 tonnes of green and organic 
waste each year. It is owned by the Exeter-
based environmental utility infrastructure 
company, Pennon Group Plc, which also 
owns South West Water. While Viridor 
receives a best Ethical Consumer rating 
for environmental reporting, this sister 
subsidiary has, over the past five years, 
incurred fines totalling more than £140,000 
for contaminating various waterways and 
beaches in the south west with sewage.5

The smallest fish in the pond are Carbon 
Gold and Fertile Fibre, both of which 
exclusively offer environmental alternatives 
to peat in the form of biochar (a high carbon 
form of charcoal) and coir-pith based 
composts respectively. Although neither 
company performed well on environmental 

References: 1 homepage, date viewed  2 ‘Scotts Miracle-
Gro – the bird-killing company?’ The Guardian www.
theguardian.com/science/grrlscientist/2012/mar/21/2, 
viewed 31 December 2015  3 www.salford.gov.uk/
chatmoss.htm, viewed on 15 January 2015  4 www.
manchestereveningnews.co.uk/business/business-news/
chat-moss-peat-extraction-ban-864454, viewed on 15 
January 2015  5 www.cornishguardian.co.uk/South-West-
Water-fined-150-000-breaching-sewage/story-21194063-
detail/story.html, viewed 5 June 2014; Pennon Group 
2014 Annual Report

Companies who also sell 
products containing peat
• William Sinclair
• Wickes
• B&Q
• Scotts Sierra

Ethical Consumer urges these companies 
to remove peat-based products from 
sale before the 2020 deadline as part 
of their corporate social responsibility 
programmes.

Environment Animals People Politics +ve

BRAND COMPANY GROUP

Fertile Fibre coir 14  1 Fertile Fibre

GroChar biochar 14  1 Carbon Gold

Eden Project coir 13    Eden Trust

Traidcraft coir 13       1 Traidcraft Plc

Dalefoot wool 12   Barker and Bland

Vital Earth green waste 12     1 Longcliffe Group

New Horizon 11      William Sinclair Holdings Plc

Revive 10.5     Pennon Group Plc

Gro Sure 9       Westland Horticulture

Levington 7          Scotts Sierra Investments Inc

Miracle-Gro 7          Scotts Sierra Investments Inc

Waitrose 6.5            Westland/John Lewis 

Wickes 6           Travis Perkins Plc

B&Q Verve 4.5             Kingfisher Plc
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USING THE TABLES
Positive ratings (+ve):

• Company Ethos: 
 = full mark, 

 = half mark.

• Product Sustainability: 
Maximum of five positive marks. 

See all the research behind these ratings together on www.ethicalconsumer.org. Free to subscribers.

USING THE TABLES
Ethiscore: the higher the score, 
the better the company across 
the criticism categories. 
 = bottom rating,  
 = middle rating,  
empty = top rating  
  (no criticisms).

reporting or supply chain management, both 
are small companies making a difference 
it the growing-media market by offering 
exclusively non-peat-based products.
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A more versatile, and animal-
free, alternative is a bokashi bin, 
which pickles your kitchen 
waste (bokashi is Japanese for 
‘fermentation’). Simply add 
all your cooked and uncooked 
kitchen waste (dairy, meat and 
bone included), add the special 
bacterial bran and leave it to work for 
a couple of weeks (it can be useful to have 
more than one bokashi bin so that you can 
alternate).

The smell of fermentation is contained 
inside the bucket and you can keep the 
conditions inside just right by draining off 
excess liquid using the little tap at the base 
of the bucket. After a couple of weeks, 
empty the contents onto your soil and dig 
in, or add it to your existing compost bin.

We recommend trying to 
find a good local supplier 
of compost or trying to 
produce your own.

For branded products 
we recommend Fertile 

Fibre, GroChar, Eden Project, 
Traidcraft, Dalefoot and Vital Earth 
which all score well on our table.

We recommend trying different 
options until you find the right peat-
free compost for your soil and the 
plants you are growing.
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Do it yourself
There may be local composting projects 
in your area which sell locally produced 
products, such as the Fairfield Composting 
community composting project in 
East Manchester (more about them 
on our website). You can get advice 
on starting your own scheme via the 
Community Composting Network www.
communitycompost.org, 0114 258 0483.

You may also want to produce your 
own compost. See below for wormeries 
and bokashi bin home composting. Or see 
the following websites for guides:
• www.rhs.org.uk/advice/

profile?PID=444
• www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/

gardening-blog/2014/feb/24/how-to-
make-seed-compost

• www.finegardening.com/brewing-
compost-tea

• www.dummies.com/how-to/content/
making-compost-black-gold-for-
your-organic-garden.html

Wormeries & bokashi
If you don’t have a garden or enough space 
for a compost bin, you can still make your 
own soil conditioner using kitchen waste. 
One method is to have a wormery, feed 
your kitchen scraps into it and collect 
the resulting ‘juice’ to add to your soil. 
It is very rich, so it’s best to use in small 
amounts.

Downsides of wormeries are that you 
can’t just put anything in (dairy, meat and 
bones are no-nos); some things need to 
be cooked before adding them (such as 
onions, garlic and citrus peel); they can 
give off a very pungent odour; and the 
worms themselves are not  free to roam.

Glossary 
Compost – organic material (matter 
composed of organic compounds 
that have come from the remains 
of organisms) that has undergone 
a composting process. Often used 
(erroneously) as a catch-all term for 
growing media; peat is not compost, 
but it can be mixed with other 
composted material to become a 
growing medium.

Growing media – contains a mixture 
of composted and other material; used 
for potting.

Soil conditioner/improver – materials 
that are dug into the soil to improve 
nutrient content.

14

13

12

Three top tips for using peat-free compost
1. Know your plants and what they need before buying a 

compost product. Seeds and cuttings need low nutrient, 
well draining composts and as plants grow they need 

more nutrient-rich compost. The nutrients and soil 
type required by plants should determine the compost 
type you buy, for example: acidic or alkaline, well 
draining, etc. So research plants first!

2. Try to source a compost made from local 
materials. For example, soil collected from mole hills 

is excellent for sowing seeds. 

3. Try to grow in the ground wherever possible (not 
just pots) and sheet mulch (an agricultural technique that 

attempts to copy a forest’s natural processes). 
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Peatlands provide an essential habitat 
for many special and exciting 
species that are otherwise scarcely 

seen. Their unique mix of flora and fauna 
make them interesting places to explore 
as you never know quite what you might 
uncover. The bleakness often associated 
with peatlands gives way to a sense of 
wilderness and isolation, which can make 
them attractive places to visit when in 
need of respite.

The plants found on a peat bog are 
particularly distinctive, containing an 
assortment of sphagnum and star mosses, 
as well as fairly unusual carnivorous plants 
which chomp their way through insects. 
These carnivorous plants are known as 
common sundew and are bright green, 
with red and green hairs that have sticky 
dew on them – these are the entrapping 
agent. Insects get stuck in the dew and the 
leaves close around the unsuspecting prey 
item, which it then digests. These plants 
are able to survive in this low-nutrient 
habitat due to the supplements they 
receive from their prey.

 Sphagnum moss is another species 
characteristic of Britain’s blanket 
peat bogs. There are several different 
species, although you need to be quite 
the expert to tell them apart. They can 
create a colourful carpet over a healthy 
peat bog, with reds, oranges and greens 
predominantly showing through. 

Sphagnum is incredibly important in a 
functioning peat bog, as they store a huge 
amount of water. This water prevents dead 
plant material from decaying and over 
several hundred years this organic matter 
is continually compressed, which results 
in the formation of peat. This is no quick 
process. It is also why so many interesting 
archaeological finds can be made, 
including ancient peat-bog men which 
have been preserved for many, many years. 

Other than mosses and herbs, several 
shrub species thrive on peatlands, 
including heather which provides a 
beautiful purple haze during the summer 
months; bilberry with delicious little 
berries that resemble blueberries; and 
a small evergreen known as crowberry. 
Finally, grasses including the attractive 
cotton grass blow in this windswept 
landscape – its little white cottontails 
bobbing about.

Peatlands are also home to some of our 
most threatened and impressive birdlife. 
Birds of prey, including hen harriers 
and buzzards, hover high above on the 
lookout for their next meal. Grouse may 
be seen all year round, feeding on heather, 
cotton grass and bilberry; whilst attractive 
wading birds such as snipe may be seen 
during the summer as they move onto our 
peatlands to breed. 

Another attractive wading bird that 
breeds on the uplands is the lapwing, 

which is otherwise found on wetlands 
during the colder months. This rare bird 
is especially conspicuous when flying due 
to its wavering style, and white and black 
colouring. Dunlin, golden plover and 
oystercatcher also breed on our peatlands, 
making small nests on the ground amongst 
the vegetation. In winter, a short-eared owl 
quartering over the peatland in daylight can 
be a spectacular sight to behold. 

Reptiles also thrive on our peatlands 
including the very rare adder, Britain’s 
only venomous snake. Most commonly 
seen in spring when they emerge from 
hibernation, adders may be seen basking in 
the sunlight. Well camouflaged with their 
black-brown diamond markings, peatlands 
provide them with good vegetation cover 
and plenty of prey such as small mammals 
and birds. Common lizards are also found 
on our bogs during the summer time. These 
breed between June and September, then 
hibernate from October.

Those mentioned above are only a 
flavour of some of the enchanting species 
found on the UK’s peatlands, but together 
they represent the remarkable wealth of 
wildlife this rare and important habitat 
provides a home and breeding ground to. 
By supporting so much of our threatened 
wildlife it is easy to understand why it 
is essential to protect our peat bogs and 
restore the habitat where it has been 
degraded.

Peatlands and biodiversity
Joanna Richards from the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust looks at the rich 
flora and fauna that live in the UK’s peatlands.
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In the bog: cowberry (Hazelwood and Storiths), a lapwing, cotton grass, sundew, a dunlin and a common lizard.
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A squelch across the upland moors of 
Britain is the nearest you’ll get to walking 
on water. At well over 90% water, peat 
is less solid than milk, yet the mat of 
sphagnum mosses, heathers and sedges 
allows a relatively easy walk above 
sometimes 30 foot of wet peat. 

Most of the peat is composed of the 
dead remains of sphagnum mosses that 
grow from their tip leaving the bottom 
of the plant to only partially rot away in 
the waterlogged conditions. The sunshine 
that allowed the plants and mosses to 
grow, and the carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere that was absorbed in the 
plant and converted into leaf material via 
photosynthesis, is locked into the peat. 

Over thousands of years, a dense store 
of carbon forms. Today peat represents 
an enormous store of carbon – 550 
gigatonnes of carbon, the equivalent of 
three-quarters of all the carbon in the 
atmosphere and twice all the carbon 
stored in the world’s forests. Given 

forest land covers 20% of the world land 
surface and peatlands only 3%, this is 
a very concentrated store, part of the 
essential workings of the Earth’s carbon 
system, taking carbon dioxide out of the 
atmosphere and laying it down as peat 
keeping Planet Earth in its Goldilocks 
balance – not too hot, not too cold.

That function is now in disarray given 
widespread damage to peatlands especially 
in NW Europe (Britain and Ireland in 
particular), North America and SE Asia. 
Land drainage, afforestation of temperate 
bogs, logging of tropical peatlands (that 
are covered in rainforest), fires both 
deliberate and accidental, and conversion 
to agricultural soils have all conspired 
to damage perhaps as much as half the 
world’s peatlands. 

In SE Asia, the palm oil industry 
has drained many millions of acres of 
pristine peat swamp forest. Out-of-

control burning, often deliberately lit, has 
created regular bouts of haze – smoke 
from burning peat swamps – that is now a 
major problem in SE Asia. The particularly 
severe fires of 1997-98 accounted for 
nearly a quarter of all fossil fuel emissions 
that year and caused several billion dollars 
of economic losses, for example shutting 
Singapore airport on numerous occasions.

Today, instead of taking carbon out of 
the atmosphere, peatlands are the cause of 
8% of all human-related carbon emissions. 
However, peat restoration is doable and 
cheap; simply a case of blocking drainage 
channels and restoring natural vegetation 
types. In Yorkshire for example, the 
Yorkshire Peat Partnership has restored 
17,000 ha of peatland over the last four 
years, nearly half of all the damaged 
peatland in Yorkshire. If we could replicate 
that work across the globe and restore the 
world’s peatlands, we could very cheaply 
reduce carbon emissions by 8% and 
suddenly we can begin to grasp the climate 
change issue.

Joanna Richards and Dr Rob Stoneman 
both work for the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust. 
Find out more at www.ywt.org.uk
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restoration on 
High West Moor 
in Yorkshire.

Peatlands and carbon
Dr Rob Stoneman on the importance of peatlands 
in the fight against climate change.
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A recent article from Horticulture 
Week magazine suggests that the 
government’s 2015 target to phase 

out peat from local procurement is a long 
way from being met by local councils.1

Horticulture Week interviewed a 
number of local government contractors 
which revealed that only around 20% of 
councils were stipulating that they wanted 
peat-free growing media when putting 
contracts out to tender.

One supplier said that, “We were 
expecting to be deluged with enquiries for 
peat-free but there’s been virtually none.”

New targets
In 2011, following sustained pressure from 
campaigners such as Friends of the Earth 
and Garden Organic, DEFRA introduced 
a number of targets to help reduce peat 
consumption in the UK.

At the time DEFRA said that the 
“external impacts and costs of extraction 
are not reflected in the market price of 
peat, and Government intervention is 
necessary to facilitate a shift to peat-free 
[growing media]” 

The targets are set out to end purchases 
of peat in new local government contracts 
by 2015; with additional targets for 
amateur gardeners in 2020; and in 2030 
for professional growers of fruit, vegetables 
and plants. The targets will end peat use in 
all horticulture in England by 2030. 

There were previously voluntary targets 
in place but these had failed to deliver the 
necessary cuts. In 2011 peat still accounted 
for 58% of the market with 2.4 million 
cubic metres of peat used in horticulture. 
In essence the market had failed and 
government intervention had become 
necessary to protect the environment.

David Garret of Garden Organic was 
disappointed by the findings. He told 

Ethical Consumer, “Most councils collect 
‘green waste’ from residents and produce 
peat-free compost. Surely this would be 
the cheapest source of growing media for 
procurement?” 

DEFRA told Ethical Consumer that 
the targets will be formally assessed in the 
second half of 2015 and that “Not only 
are our peat bogs home to many unique 
birds, insects and plants, they also store 
potentially harmful carbon. It is important 
that we leave them intact.

“That is why we are backing peat-free 
growing media, and funding a number of 
projects to demonstrate their quality and 
effectiveness.”2

DEFRA also told us that it is 
“important to change perceptions that 
peat-free growing media is inferior.”

However it wasn’t until last year that 
funding was committed to this. DEFRA 
spent just £67,000 pounds promoting 
peat-free compost at a local level in the 
UK and they are now working with the 
RHS and their Sustainable Horticulture 
in Partnership Project to change public 
behaviour.

Paul de Zylva of Friends of the Earth 
said “The voluntary approach to phasing 
out the damaging use of peat is clearly not 
working. By letting retailers, producers 
and local councils and their contractors do 
their own thing at their own snail’s pace, 
the Government is in danger of giving 
regulation a good name. Meanwhile our 
upland peatlands are not in a good state 
and need proper restoration.” 

Not a clear picture
Data on peat usage in growing media 
production shows that the volume of peat 
in growing matter sold in 2013 was down 
29% from 2011; with a decrease of 26% 
in the professional sector. Most plants 

Local councils likely to 
miss peat-free target
Speculation is growing that local councils 
have failed to meet their target of going 
peat free by 2015. Tim Hunt investigates.

used by the public sector are grown by the 
professional sector. 

In addition to the targets, DEFRA is 
also engaged in a number of other projects 
to support the restoration of peatland 
sites in the UK. These include £35 million 
to manage moorland habitats in a new 
environmental land management scheme; 
and the UK Peatland Code, launched in 
2013, which provides a basis for business 
sponsorship of peatland restoration. 
However there was no data available on 
the success of these projects.

Why the slow pace of 
change?
The reason why councils have so far failed 
to make an impact are unclear but one 
council supplier blamed the government 
cuts for the failure to meet targets: 
“Councils have pressure on budgets and 
because peat-free will cost a few bob more 
they’re keeping their heads down and 
staying quiet. They’re more worried about 
whether they will have a department to 
do bedding and displays and peat-free is 
down the list of priorities.”

We also asked the National Association 
of Local Councils for comment but they 
failed to respond.

References (viewed 28/01/2015):  1 www.hortweek.com/
peat-free-bedding-proven-unpopular-councils/parks-
and-gardens/article/1328410 2 email to Ethical Consumer 
from DEFRA
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How do peat-based growing media 
measure up to peat-free alternatives 
these days?
The enduring appeal of peat has been that 
it is a very predictable growing medium. 
It holds water and nutrients well and you 
know what you were getting from one 
bag to the next. This is becoming less 
the case now as lower-quality, cheaper 
sources of peat can be used to meet 
consumer demand, which can reduce 
the predictability of peat-based growing 
media.

The opposite is happening with peat-
free alternatives. Previously these tended 
to be more unpredictable than peat as they 
were comprised of materials of variable 
quality. In the past 10 years, however, the 
quality of materials has improved and with 
it, the predictability of peat-free growing 
media has improved substantially.

Coir is often promoted as a sustainable 
alternative to peat, but how sustainable 
is it in practice?
For the UK market, coir is largely sourced 
from India and Sri Lanka, although it 

free growing. The problem at the moment 
is that it can be highly variable from bag 
to bag and therefore very unpredictable 
as growing media. This is mainly because 
the feed material varies (i.e. the material 
going into the composting process). Also, 
some people put anything coloured green 
in the green waste bin, including glass and 
plastics, meaning there can be a problem 
with contaminants or ‘sharps’ ending up in 
the final bagged product. Some companies 
are having to hand-sort their feed material 
in order to address this.

So as a growing medium, green waste 
is still a bit unpredictable, but using it as a 
soil conditioner is a better way to go.

Wool, like coir, is marketed as a 
waste material and it does have some 
potential for growing. However, it can 
be quite rich and there is the danger that 
it could damage young growth, so seed 
germination can be risky. There are several 
companies working hard to make this a 
viable product though, and I do hope they 
are successful.

Home-made compost is a fantastic soil 
conditioner. There is advice on the RHS 
website about home composting1 but my 
main piece of advice would be to avoid 
unrealistic expectations and have patience!

How do peat alternatives stack up?
Joanna Long talks to Dr. 
Paul Alexander of the 
Royal Horticultural Society.

References (viewed on 14 January 2015):  1 RHS guide 
to home composting https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/
profile?PID=444

is also available from other areas (e.g. 
Mexico). The coir used in growing media 
is actually the dust that remains from the 
processing of coconut husks being used 
to produce rope and mat fibres. Although 
it is often described as a waste material it 
is now considered by many to be part of 
the business model and therefore often 
considered a by-product. Some believe 
it would be better used to manage and 
improve local soil quality. 

How effective is coir as a growing 
medium?
Coir is a very good ingredient for growing 
media. It is important to recognise that no 
one material on its own works brilliantly. 
They are all amended to some degree 
when made into bagged growing media. 
Peat is made into good growing media by 
the addition of nutrients, wetting agents 
and materials like composted bark chips. 
Coir is considered by many to be the 
best propagation material, better even 
than peat-based materials, due to its fine 
particle size. This can be a bit too fine 
for longer-term growing on of plants (1+ 
years), although as with other products the 
addition of other materials can help this.

What about the other alternatives on 
offer, such as household green waste, 
wool-based growing media and home-
made compost?
Composted green waste certainly has the 
potential to be part of the solution in peat-

Dr. Paul Alexander.
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Spotlight on coir pith
Coir pith, also known as coco peat, 

is the material found between 
coconut husk fibres and is a 

by-product of the coconut industry. 
The largest producers of coir fibre (and 
therefore coir pith) are India and Sri 
Lanka. Coir pith has been growing in 
popularity as a component of growing 
media since the early 1990s but quality 
tended to vary and relatively little was 
known about the supply chains through 
which coir pith made its way to the UK.

Following the Natural Environment 
White Paper (2011), which included 
plans to phase out peat usage by 2030, the 
Sustainable Growing Media Task Force 
(SGMTF) was established to look into 
alternatives to peat and ensure that one 
unsustainable material was not replaced 
with another. As part of this, the group 
commissioned a study into coir pith: an 
apparently too-good-to-be-true alternative 
growing media that not only challenged 
peat in growing effectiveness but solved 
waste problems elsewhere in the world.1

Coir pith processing
When coconuts are harvested they are 
separated into kernel and husk. The kernel 
(or copra) is either used directly as food or 
processed into other food products or oil. 
The husk, meanwhile, is sent to fibre mills 
to be processed and then used to make 
mattresses, geotextiles and products for 
the automotive industry. The by-product 
of this fibre processing stage is coir pith, 
which historically would have been 
burned or simply left outside the fibre mill 
to rot, but is now itself being processed 
and shipped to horticultural markets in 
Europe, Australia and the USA.

Processing coir pith is a multi-stage 
process. First the pith is matured for up 
to 6 months to reduce the salt, tannin 
and phenol content, to gain a more 
favourable carbon-to-nitrogen ratio, and 
to change the pH from acidic to neutral. 
The pith is then sieved to remove physical 
contaminants and then washed with water 
to reduce the salt content further. The pith 
may also be ‘buffered’, that is, washed with 
a mixture of water and calcium nitrate, to 
displace sodium and balance the naturally-
occurring potassium. The pith is then 
dried and packaged for export.

Water
The most obvious area of concern 
regarding coir pith is water consumption 
and pollution. Sri Lanka has few issues 
with water availability but in India the 
main coir pith processing plants are in 
Tamil Nadu, which suffers from water 
stress and scarcity. The SGMTF study 
found that few pith processing plants 
were making efforts to conserve water or 
implement water management practices.

Also, the process of washing and 
buffering coir pith happens simply by 
hosing or spraying mounds of coir pith. 
If untreated or simply allowed to trickle 
away, the run-off (containing salts and 
other chemical, microbial and physical 
contaminants) can affect surface water, 
groundwater and soils. Some factories do 

Kernel – 
white fleshy 

centre, plus a 
thin internal 

shell layer

Husk – the 
outer layer 

made up of coir 
fibres and coir 

pith

Environmental damage 
caused by peat mining 
and the intensifying 
search for alternatives has 
led to coir pith becoming 
a key component of 
some peat-free growing 
media. Joanna Long looks 
into the debate about 
coir pith to find out how 
sustainable it really is.
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wash coir pith on concrete floors in order 
to collect and treat the run-off but such 
practices do not appear to be widespread.

Workers
Another key area of concern in the coir 
pith industry are working conditions. Coir 
particles are very fine and lightweight, 
making them easily carried on the air and 
creating very dusty working conditions. 
Keeping floors and machinery free of 
dust and the use of personal protective 
equipment helped alleviate the problem, 
although the latter is very uncomfortable 
in the hot and humid climates of India 
and Sri Lanka. The SGMTF study also 
found that workers in coir pith factories 
were often working six-day weeks with 
multiple shifts and, although India and 
Sri Lanka were deemed to have ‘adequate 
labour legislation’, this was only enforced 
in the formal, industrial sector and did 
not include informal sectors of the coir 
industry.

Transport costs
Another sustainability question mark for 
coir pith concerns the costs associated 
with transporting it from the processing 
sites in India and Sri Lanka to Western 
markets. However, coir pith can be 
compressed into blocks for long-
distance transport meaning that it can be 

transported at a fraction of the size of its 
usable form.

According to Tom de Vesci of 
Horticultural Coir Ltd, a single pallet 
carries 2.7m3 of coir blocks weighing 
around 950kg. Once hydrated by the UK 
seller or end user, the contents of this 
pallet will reconstitute to 12-14m3 or more 
depending on the quality of the product.2 
Similarly, Fertile Fibre claims that less 
fuel per tonne is used to transport its coir 
pith from Sri Lanka to the UK than is 
used transporting the coir between port 
and factory within the UK.3 A DEFRA 
taskforce is currently working to quantify 
the transport costs for coir more precisely 
but figures have yet to be released.

Supply chain
The SGMTF study also noted water issues 
elsewhere in the coir pith supply chain, 
such as the use of ‘retting’ (soaking husks) 
in coir fibre production and irrigation 
of coconut plantations. However, given 
that the coir pith sector comprises 50% 
of the coir fibre industry and just 5% of 
the overall coconut industry, the impact 
any changes to the coir pith supply chain 
could have were deemed to be too low to 
have much wider influence. It also seems 
unlikely that horticultural demand for coir 
pith will drive unsustainable practices in 
the coconut industry in general, as coir 
pith remains a waste product for coconut 

and coir fibre producers and existing 
supply is abundant.

All the same, supply chain 
management appears to be a low priority, 
not just in the coir industry but in the 
compost industry more generally, as only 
one of the companies reviewed in our 
product guide had a supply chain policy 
(see table, page 26).

Quality
In the early years of development of the 
coir pith industry products tended to 
be of variable quality and therefore of 
limited use in horticulture. However, 
as the economic value of coir pith has 
increased due to the intensifying search 
for alternatives to peat, the quality has 
improved.

That said, many coir blocks on sale 
in the UK are unbranded or unlabelled 
making it difficult to establish what you 
are buying and from whom.

However, Fertile Fibre, Traidcraft and 
the Eden Project all sell their own brand 
of coir blocks and have therefore been 
included on the table.

References:  1 ‘Coir: A sustainability 
assessment’ Newleaf Sustainability Practice 
http://sciencesearch.defra.gov.uk/Default.
aspx?Module=More&Location=None&ProjectID=18114, 
viewed 15 January 2015  2 Tom de Vesci, Horticultural Coir 
Ltd, personal communication  3 http://fertilefibre.com/blog/
envronment/carbon-foot-print/, viewed 15 January 2015
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A community composting 
scheme: Fairfield

Around the turn of the millennium, 
in an effort to ‘regenerate’ East 
Manchester, the City Council 

proposed to build an incinerator to handle 
the waste from New Smithfield Market. 
The scheme was opposed by locals and was 
eventually defeated but that still left the 
problem of what to do with the market's 
waste. Plucky local environmentalists 
suggested that the waste be used to create 
compost and the council agreed. And 
Fairfield Composting (now Fairfield 
Materials Management) was born.

Caution! Microbes at 
work
In 2003, the group began handling waste 
from the New Smithfield Market using an 
'in-vessel' composting system. In-vessel 
systems work like a garden compost heap 
but on a larger scale: material is piled into 
a container, cut off from the outside air 
and heated to kick-start the naturally-
occurring microbes in the fruit and 
vegetable material. 

First up are the organisms feeding 
on sugars, starches and simple proteins 

used to clean the market’s lorries.” The 
uneaten solids left over from the process 
will be sold to the agricultural market for 
compost, or dried and sold to waste-to-
energy plants.

Quality control
Because the feed material for Fairfield's 
compost is from fruit and vegetables, it 
is vegan-friendly and suitable for organic 
growing. “Although there is some seasonal 
variation in our feed material, we take care 
to have a good mixture in each batch” said 
Mr Treppier. “If we suddenly get in a load 
of grapes, we'll always mix it with other 
material before we send it for composting.”

As with other companies handling 
industrial and household food waste, 
there is also the problem of de-packaging 
and ‘sharps’. “Cucumbers come shrink-
wrapped, lettuces come in bags, berries 
come in a punnet... there is such an array 
of packaging that no single machine will 
de-package everything effectively and it 
would be a waste of time and money to 
try” said Mr Treppier. For that reason, 
Fairfield de-package their waste manually 
and find end-users for all the inorganic 
waste.

In keeping with Fairfield’s social and 
environmental philosophy, many of 
the de-packaging staff are on volunteer 
placements or are those in need of 
sheltered work. All profits from Fairfield 
Materials Management go to its owner, 
the charity ‘Fairfield Environment Trust’, 
which not only promotes waste reduction 
and recycling but seeks to improve the 
lives of those in socially and economically 
disadvantaged communities.

Where to buy
You can buy compost in bulk from 
Fairfield (www.fairfieldcompost.co.uk, 
0161 231 2139) and either have it delivered 
to your location or pick it up yourself. 
If you want to buy Fairfield compost 
by the bag and you live in the Greater 
Manchester area, you can buy it from 
Hulme Community Garden Centre.

If you would like to learn more about 
community composting or start your 
own, contact the Community Composting 
Network, 0114 258 0483, info@
communitycompost.org

Manchester’s biggest daily fruit and vegetable 
market used to send 30-40 skip-loads of 
waste to landfill every day. That was until a 
composting project stepped in. Joanna Long 
finds out more.

(known as thermophiles because they 
thrive at high temperatures). Gradually 
these are replaced by organisms feeding on 
cellulose and lignin (known as mesophiles 
because they operate at moderate 
temperatures) before the pile is finally 
colonised by invertebrates.

Unlike a garden compost heap, 
though, an in-vessel system can be 
heated to ensure optimum temperatures 
for microbes at certain stages of the 
composting process, as well as killing off 
pathogens and viruses.

“Fairfield began with just one 
composting module in 2003 but within 
two years the site had six modules 
operating at capacity, processing all the 
waste coming out of New Smithfield 
Market” said Ian Treppier. “Unfortunately 
though, the type of system we had 
was expensive to run and had to be 
retrofitted to meet ever more stringent 
composting standards. By 2012 it had 
become unsustainable for us to run the 
on-site plant and we had to outsource the 
composting process to a local contractor”.

New System
In February 2016, however, Fairfield will 
bring waste processing back in-house 
using a new anaerobic digestion system.

“This is an enclosed process that acts 
like a cow’s stomach to break down not 
just fruit and vegetable material but also 
more general food waste from around 
Manchester, including meat and dairy,” Mr 
Treppier explained. 

“As it is with cows, a by-product of 
this system is a gas that is 60% methane, 
which we intend to clean up and burn to 
generate electricity for the market and 
local businesses” he said, adding that “any 
heat we generate in the process will be 
used to heat water for the market and the 
grey waste water from the process will be 
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campaigning on the issue since 2007, and 
many of the media articles describe his 
personal quest to improve the industry. 
He says that after he read the Dutch NGO 
report he decided to travel to India to see 
for himself, and the decisive moment was 
when he met two girls working in a stone 
quarry. They said that they were eight and 
eleven; the same ages as Harrup’s own 
children.

Marshalls subsequently started 
producing a line of stone it calls ‘Fairstone’. 
It employs a full-time field auditor and 
full-time capacity builder in India, who are 
charged with checking on the conditions 
in the quarries from which Marshalls 
sources its stone. It has also been donating 
to a local charity which supplies medical 
care and education in the region, and to 
UNICEF to research long-term ways of 
tackling child labour.5 Marshalls say that 
they have independent audits conducted 
of the whole of the supply chain to police 
their work.6

The Ethical Trade 
Initiative
Marshalls is not the only stone company 
making ethical claims, although it is doing 
better than many of the others at backing 
them up. Some companies describe their 
paving slabs as “ethically sourced” without 
providing any details at all, which doesn’t 
inspire much confidence.

Unfortunately, as there is no really 
rigorous, independent ethical scheme in 
existence, it is quite hard to know what 
companies are doing. Some point to their 
membership of the Ethical Trade Initiative 
(ETI) as evidence. Out of about 40 
importers of Indian stone, nine, including 
Marshalls, are members of the ETI. Being 
a member means signing up to support 
its ‘Base Code’, a set of labour standards, 
which include the absence of child labour. 
The members of the ETI meet to discuss 
how to get their suppliers to implement the 
code. They submit reports, which are then 

Children of the 
stone quarries
How many of the 
paving slabs for sale in 
Britain were cut by tiny 
hands? Josie Wexler 
investigates.

The story of Indian 
sandstone
Indian sandstone looks very similar to 
York stone, the traditional yellow building 
stone of the North of England. Over the 
last few decades many of our quarries have 
been coughing up their last pieces of stone, 
and Indian paving slabs have poured into 
the market as a cheap alternative. But as 
the market has grown, so have concerns 
about the stone’s origins.

Working conditions in the stone 
quarries of Rajasthan were first brought 
to Western attention in 2005 by a Dutch 
campaigning organisation called India 
Committee of the Netherlands, who 
published two shocking reports. In 
particular, they reported on a million 
children who are working in India’s stone 
quarries, making up about a fifth of all 
workers, some of them as young as six.1

Why are the children 
working?
There are many reasons for the prevalence 
of child labour in India’s quarries. Some 
children are working simply because their 
parent’s wages are too low to support 
them. Some are there because of a lack of 
schooling or childcare facilities.

But the worst part of the story is that 
some are reported to be bonded labourers. 
Workers can become bound to employers 
when they accept loans from them to 

supplement their meagre wages. They 
can then end up working endlessly to pay 
off the debt, and the debt is sometimes 
passed down the generations, meaning 
that children are born into a situation of 
effective slavery. Debt servitude of this 
kind has existed in Rajasthan for centuries. 
It was legally outlawed in the 1970s, but 
everyone seems to agree that it is still 
prevalent.2

Digging deeper
One of the complexities of the situation in 
India is that many of the child labourers 
are invisible. The official employees are 
the parents; the children just come along 
to help, and the contractors say that they 
don’t employ children. There have been 
reports of children being told to run away 
and hide when inspectors turn up.3 This 
means that unless they run all of their own 
quarries, which they invariably don’t, a 
company has to audit quite thoroughly to 
be sure that the stone they import hasn’t 
been quarried by children.

Some argue that they shouldn’t be 
doing so at all, that if a child’s family 
can’t support them, it would be crueller 
to prevent them from working. Tackling 
child labour certainly has to involve 
tackling its root causes, including poverty. 
But its apologists ignore the fact that 
child labour tends to be a vicious circle, 
perpetrating the very conditions that give 
rise to it. Not only does it stunt children’s 
education, but it often undermines 
workers’ rights in general as it floods the 
market with workers who are particularly 
cheap, and particularly easy to push 
around.4

Marshalls ‘Fairstone’
In the years after the Dutch reports were 
published, their findings were quite widely 
publicised in the UK media, partly due to 
the efforts of Chris Harrup, the Marketing 
Director at the Huddersfield-based paving 
company, Marshalls. Harrup has been 
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audited, describing how they plan to do it.7

That is certainly better than nothing, 
and a 2005 review of the ETI (not of the 
stone sector) concluded that it did make a 
difference.8 But by its own admission, the 
ETI doesn’t check up on what is actually 
going on in the field. It has publicly 
reprimanded companies for claiming that 
membership of the scheme is a guarantee 
that their products have been ethically 
sourced.9

And India Committee of the 
Netherlands, the organisation that 
originally drew Western attention to the 
issue, told us:

“Companies through these corporate 
social responsibility initiatives [like the 
ETI Stone Group] are still mainly focusing 
on the first tiers of their supply chains, 
often processing factories, and not natural 
stone quarries...Thus the impact of the 
initiatives on the labour conditions of 
sandstone quarry workers is still very 
limited.”

Consumer choices
So where does this leave someone who 
wants to buy ethical paving slabs, and not 

feel that they are being led, as it were, up 
the garden path?
• Don’t buy Indian sandstone
Some may want to avoid Indian stone 
altogether. Despite all of the problems, 
the industry does provide income to 
desperately poor people who might 
otherwise lack it. But of course, that has 
to be set against the environmental cost 
of shipping great chunks of rock halfway 
across the world. Sandstone imported 
from India is responsible for five times the 
carbon emissions of sandstone quarried 
here. (Although it’s worth noting that that 
still only puts it on a par with British slate, 
because the actual quarrying of sandstone 
takes so little energy. In and of itself, 
sandstone is a low-carbon material).10

• Buy reclaimed stone
 One option that is certainly greener is 
buying reclaimed paving slabs. They tend 
to be more expensive than Indian slabs, but 
are cheaper than those made from newly 
quarried York stone. A good place to look 
for adverts is SalvoWEB, a marketplace for 
dealers in reclaimed materials, which can 
be found here: www.salvo.co.uk/flagstones-
floortiles/forsale.html

• Buy ethical Indian sandstone
If you do buy Indian sandstone, it’s worth 
supporting the companies who are making 
the most serious attempts to improve the 
industry. Besides Marshalls, the other 
companies that are part of the ETI Stone 
Group are Beltrami, Brett, CED, DNS 
Stones, Hardscape, London Stone, Natural 
Paving and Pavestone. But as detailed, 
on its own, ETI membership is not an 
independently verified guarantee that the 
stone will have been well sourced.

It’s also worth taking the opportunity 
to talk to the companies about the issues. 
To take action, companies will need to 
believe that people will be prepared to pay 
more for their paving – Marshalls claim 
that their Fairstone standards add about 
20% onto the total cost of the paving 
slabs.11 But there is good reason to believe 
that this sector is one which will contain 
some wriggle room, because the cost of 
the actual slabs is usually only a small 
proportion of the cost of doing a paving 
project anyway. And that means that there 
are surely a reasonable number of people 
who will be prepared to pay a bit more for 
stone that comes with an ethical guarantee.
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