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ORGANIC COURGETTES
Cucurbita pepo Family Cucurbitaceae
Courgettes are one of the easiest vegetables to grow and one of the most prolific! They are very versatile and easy to use. You should also experiment with growing the yellow variety of courgettes as they look great on the dinner plate and are grown in exactly the same way as the more traditional green ones.
Courgettes are in the same family as pumpkins, squash, marrows and melons and all are pretty much grown in the same way except melons which you can trail up a support. For best results in Ireland you need to grow melons inside to maximise on heat and sunshine the rest of the squash family are happy enough to grow outside. These plants are great for kids to grow as they do not need too much care and produce lots of food to eat.

In your rotation the Cucurbits are not part of the main families so you can place them in any area of the garden but make sure to rotate the area of production each year.

Sowing

If you are growing food for your family then you will only need 2 or maximum 3 courgette plants as in the height of the growing season they can produce up to 10 courgettes per plant. If it is a school it is a good idea to grow a few more as there will be many mouths to feed. Also it is a good idea to grow pumpkins as they will be ready for kids in the autumn and they are great for Halloween.

Courgettes and pumpkins are grown from seed in a polytunnel or else on a warm windowsill. Place the seed in seeding compost in 7.5cm pots. Place the seed on its side so that it will not rot as you water the seed tray every day. A good rule of thumb when placing seeds in trays is to bury them the same depth as the size of the seed. Water the seed tray everyday, try to ensure that it is kept approximately the same temperature particularly at night watch out for very cold nights which can kill the plants.
It usually takes about a week for the seeds to germinate continue to water them every day. After about 5-6 weeks the plants will have about 4 true leaves on them and they are getting ready to transplant into the ground.

Before you do that you need to harden them off. This basically is where you ensure that plants can withstand the change in temperature from inside to outside. What you do is take the plants outside each day and put them in a sheltered spot and take them back indoors each night when the temperature drops. After about a week of that the plants are ready to go into the ground.

Planting
Courgettes like soil which is very fertile, they like to be in the full sun and not too exposed to wind. Prepare the soil by adding garden compost or farmyard manure which has been composted for a while. Then dig a hole in the ground and add some farmyard manure and then place your plant into the hole and cover over with soil and firm in around the base of the plant. Water the plant after you have planted it and then give it some water at regular intervals throughout the growing season. Courgettes are quite hungry plants so they will need soil that is very fertile so add lots of compost or manure if you have it.
Spacing for courgette plants varies however the plants can get quite big and it is easier to harvest the courgettes when there is more space around the plants so leave approximately 90cm or 3ft between plants. In order to protect plants from the wind as they are very tender when they are left out you can place an old tire around the young plant remove it when it becomes hardy.
Care

Once courgette plants (and other squashes and pumpkins) become established they do not require very much care. In the first couple of months keep the area free from weeds by handweeding and mulching around the plants. Water on a regular basis and make sure that if there is a dry spell that plants are watered. 

Pests

· Slugs can be a problem with courgettes especially if the weather is very wet. They will eat into the courgettes and then eventually they will eat into the base of the plant. Be vigilant and remove any slugs or snails that you see on or near the courgette plants
Diseases
· The main problem with courgettes is that they can get cucumber mosaic virus. In order to avoid it grow a resistant variety which are commonly available
· Mildew can also affect courgettes later in the season it will not affect the fruit but the plant itself and the plant will still produce fruit until the mildew eventually kills the plant. There is not much that you can do to get rid of it and usually it occurs late in the season.
Harvest and Storage

In the height of the growing season courgettes can be very productive and one plant can produce up to 10 courgettes a week. Courgettes do not store well so you may need to be innovative with recipes in order to use them up!

To harvest courgettes you simply twist them off at the base of the plant and they come off quite easily. It is important that you harvest courgettes even if you are not using them as otherwise they will turn into marrows and once the plant is growing a marrow it will not produce more courgettes. Always check the bottom of the plant as it is amazing how courgettes will be missed and you come back a few days later and find a huge courgette turning into a marrow at the bottom of the plant.
Other squashes such as butternut squash and pumpkins do store quite well for a number of months throughout the winter. Before harvesting them make sure to turn the squash on the vine to make sure that all of the squash ripens be careful not to break it from the vine when moving it. 

When harvesting them make sure that you leave a good amount of the stalk on the squash as this will help it to store well. Store them in a cool dark place over the winter and use them until they begin to turn soft.

Courgette plants will disappear after the first frost in autumn.
