
 
 

© Mark Ridsdill Smith / Vertical Veg 2017 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Getting to know your growing space 
 
Every growing space is different. How much sun – and wind – a space gets will 
affect what you can grow. So it’s important to learn about your space early on.  
 
It often takes a few years to fully understand a space (this may surprise you!), but 
there is some useful information you can gather quickly and easily at the start.  
 
 

 
1. Sun 
 
 
 
 
Even if your space is very small, it is likely that the amount of sun will vary across it. 
This is because trees, buildings, pylons etc all cast shade at different times of day, 
often creating quite complex patterns of sun and shade. (On my 8 x 6 foot London 
balcony, the back got 3 hours sun, the middle 5 hours sun, and one small bit at the 
front 7 hours!).  
 
By understanding which bits of your space get the most and least sun, you can work 
out where is the best place to position your plants (and chairs!).  
 
Most edible plants grow best in lots of sun. Some, like chillies and tomatoes, MUST 
HAVE at least six hours sun to crop well.  
 
The good news is that most salads and herbs will grow happily in three or four hours 
sun.  
 
 
Exercise: What are the sun patterns in your space? 
 
A simple way to work out how the sun varies across your growing space is to take a 
photo of it every couple of hours on a sunny day. Set an alarm to help your 
remember. When you review the pictures at the end of the day you’ll be able to see: 
 

• How the sun moves across the space during the day, which areas get the 
most and least sun.  

• Roughly how many hours sun your space gets a day.  
 
(It can be interesting to repeat this exercise at different times of year to observe how 
sun patterns change with the seasons.) 
 
Implications 

• If your space gets more than six hours sun a day… You will be able to grow 
almost anything you choose. In summer, you might want to put your salads in 
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the less sunny parts (checking they still get at least four hours sun), moving 
them into the sunniest parts over winter.   

• If your space only gets three or four hours… You are more limited in what you 
can grow – but you’ll still be able to create a wonderful container garden. 
Identify the sunniest places to put your salads. Often, sun and light levels are 
better higher up – so don’t forget to look up!  

 
 
 

 

2.Wind 

 

Urban growing spaces, like balconies, are often exposed to the wind.  

Unfortunately, most edible plants do not grow well in strong or persistent winds. 

So, if your growing space is exposed, it is worth observing where it comes from, 

so you can look do something to reduce it (I will explain how during the course).   

Prevailing winds 

It’s useful to know that in most countries, the prevailing winds vary by season, 

and usually follow similar patterns each year.  

In the UK, for example, in the winter and spring, the prevailing winds are cold, 

dry, persistent, and from the North East. These winds can be very damaging to 

plants.  In summer, the winds are warmer and wetter and most often from the 

South West.   

The implication is that if, for example, your space is exposed to North Easterly 

but not South Westerly winds, then you only need to worry about the wind in 

winter and spring.    

Exercise: observe the wind 

The first thing to do is to find out how exposed your space is to the wind, and to 

observe what direction the wind usually comes from. The easiest way to do this is 

simply to observe the wind each time you are in your space over the course of a 

year.  

In cities, wind is often buffeted and funneled by buildings. The direction you 

observe may be completely different from the forecasted wind direction!  

 


