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Because floodwaters leave contaminated silts and mud behind, it is a good idea to test garden soils 
for possible contaminants . The UVM Extension Agricultural and Environmental Testing Lab provides 
screening for heavy metals for a modest fee. See go.uvm.edu/soiltest  for the lab�s testing form and 
guidance on interpreting test results for heavy metals . The Extension Master Gardener Helpline can 
offer ideas about how to proceed if high levels are found.  You may also want to conduct a standard 
soil test to see what nutrients may have washed away and need replacing. Results will reveal 
nutrient levels and if soil pH needs adjusting. 

Flooded V egetable Gardens  
Simply put, if your vegetable gardens are flooded from rain water, they are fine to harvest; plants 
may bounce back if they are in well-drained soil. However, if vegetable plants have come into 
contact with flood  waters, they will need to be destroyed and nothing should be harvested. 
Unfortunately, vegetable and berry crops that have been in or touched by flood waters are 
considered adulterated and should be discarded or tilled in. As gardeners, we want to avoid food-
borne illnesses (especially among vulnerable populations like kids and elders) that can come from 
exposure to flood waters and so this is an absolute must.  Out of an abundance of caution, discarded 
plants should not be added to your compost pile  to avoid the spread of contaminants ; instead bury 
or landfill them .  

The safest practice for floodwater -contaminated  vegetable gardens is to till in the plants to a depth 
of at least six inches, adding in compost to increase tilth and dilute contaminants, and then plant 
cover crops to speed the 

https://go.uvm.edu/soiltest
https://www.uvm.edu/extension/mastergardener/helpline


For annual flower beds, remove as much silt as possible. Due to their limited reserves, damage to 
annuals will be evident within about two weeks. Since waterlogged soils impede oxygen needed for 
root growth, a waterlogged plant will often wilt since its roots are not able to grow. Wet soils also 
make good conditions for root diseases to appear. If the annual beds don�t recover, go ahead and till 
them under, adding compost and a cover crop (consider buckwheat in the summer and oats or 
winter rye in the fall) to condition the soil for next year.  

Many perennials, especially native and well-adapted plants, are tough and will likely rebound. The 
exceptions are shallow-rooted plants like yarrow and tickseed and groundcovers such as dead-nettle 
and sedum that are not likely to survive being silted.   

Although many perennials will emerge through a few inches of silt, it will help them recover by raking 
over them to remove some silt and keep it from crusting. As with lawns and other beds, make sure 
to test the soil fertility. If plants are covered with more than a few inches of silt, try to remove as 
much as possible by early spring before the plants start to emerge and grow. For deeply silted 
perennial beds, it may be easiest to dig up your choice plants, till the whole bed and start over. You 
may want to replant on higher ground, in raised beds, 



seed or re-plant the areas as you would to establish a new lawn in late summer and early fall when 
cool-season grasses thrive.  

If the silt  deposits are under three inches, you can also try renting an aerator to use up to 6 times 
through the season. This equipment removes small cores of soil and silt, allowing air and water to 
get to the roots. If you do this on a smaller area, you can topdress with compost which will work into 
these holes. 

Continue to monitor the lawn and if it does not  show signs of growth by late spring, you should 
consider rototill ing it to incorporat e the silt as if adding a layer of topsoil. A soil test will reveal what 
nutrients, if any, need to be added before reseeding. If you have a small area or want instant results 
and have the budget, consider adding strips of sod. Do not sod over dead or buried vegetation. The 
dead layer of grass must be tilled in before laying new sod. If laying sod is not possible, keep in mind 
that the best tim es for seeding cool-season grasses are early spring and late summer when 
conditions favor them and not the weeds. If this is the case, you can stabilize the soil by seeding 
annual ryegrass at 4 to 6 pounds per 1000 square feet. Then till this in late summer before seeding 
the permanent grasses.  

Another option would be to spend the remainder of the year rebuilding the soil, removing as much 
silt as possible first  and tilling the ground. Since the silt likely brought in a load of weed seeds, you 
use clear plastic to �solarize� the soil. Here, you are basically covering the soil with a mini-
greenhouse that heats up, killing some diseases and many weed seeds. To solarize, rake the soil, 
moisten it with the hose if dry (moist soil holds more heat), then cover th e area with a thick sheet of 
clear plastic. Hold the edges down with boards, stones, or just bury them in a shallow trench. Leave 
it on for 6 to 8 weeks. The soil can be tilled again, bringing more seeds to the surface, and covered 
again. Or, after the first covering, seed in a cover crop to protect the soil from erosion and  stimulate 
biological activity. In the fall, consider planting small grains such as oats or winter rye with or 
without hairy vetch for adding nitrogen  or seed your lawn with cool-season grass  

If you have eroded areas, you can refill and replace the topsoil . If this is too expensive, amend any 
added backfill with organic matter such as compost, rotted wood chips or old mulch, etc.  If the area 
isn�t destined to be a lawn, you can add plantings (perennials or shrubs) and mulch, seed with 
annual rye, or add a cover crop such as clover.  

Questions?  
If you have questions, contact the UVM Extension Master Gardener Helpline at 
go.uvm.edu/gardeninghelp
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