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Stablishing a successful garden can be a chal

lenge in many urban and rural areas. It can be

especially di cult to nd a site with proper
soil conditions. Homes are not always built on soils
with desirable agricultural characteristics, and many
soils are adversely modi ed by home construction.
Vegetable gardening is di cult at best under these
conditions. Gardeners soon are discouraged by the
di culty of preparing an adequate seedbed; the soil
dries slowly in the spring, and crusting, clods, and
collapsed plants during the summer prevent the
bountiful harvest promised by seed catalogs.

For centuries, crops in many parts of the world
have been produced on modi ed soils in elevated Raised beds can be either framed (above) or unframed.
growing areas between walkways. is “raised bed” Photo © Oregon State University.
technique has been adapted to smaller areas and
can be a viable solution to the problems of poor soilor well-composted animal manures mixed with bed
conditions. Raised beds lled with a high-quality soilding material.

mix are also a good alternative for sites with heavy
metal or other soil contamination.

Raised beds can simply be shaped soil mounds,
or framing material can be used to contain the soil.
ere are pros and cons to each type. Unframed
beds are less expensive, but the mounds are prone to
erosion and take up a larger footprint. Framed raised
beds are more space e cient but require additional
material and labor.

Unframed raised beds usually require a great deal

For both types of raised bed, additional soil or
organic material will be needed. Substantial quanti
ties are required, so the soil or organic matter should
be readily available and relatively inexpensive. Some
options include native soil moved from other areas
of the garden or bulk soil mixes purchased from
garden centers or landscape supply companies. If
your native soil is heavy and slow-draining, incerpo
rate organic matter such as nished home compost, Brooke Edmunds, Extension community horticulturist and
purchased compost, composted leaves (leaf mold), assistant professor, Oregon State University.

FS 270
Revised October 2016



yard will cover 162 square feet 2 inches deep, so you

will need 6 to 7 cubic yards per 1,000 square feet.

Another option is to shovel the walkway area (14 to
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Add the excavated soil to the top of the beds. Unless

you use a composted product, a mixture thatcon

tains composted manure, or a commercially forti ed
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makes the job less backbreaking and the results more
uniform, especially in heavy clay soil.

Step 4Use a shovel and rake to shape beds
(48 inches wide is common, but choose a width that
provides easy access to the center of the bed). is
creates a soil-and-organic mix about 8 inches deep,
su cient for adequate rooting of most vegetable
plants. When the elevated area is raked level, the
natural slope of the soil will leave about 36 inches of
at planting space on top of the 48-inch-wide bed.

“Retaining walls” or framed raised beds are useful
to create special shapes, to create accessible garden
beds, and for more e cient use of space compared
to unframed beds.

First, determine your needs. How tall would you
like the beds to be? How wide will the bed be? Make
sure you can easily access the plants at the center
of the bed. A maximum width of 4 feet is a good
choice for adult gardeners. Does the bed need to be
accessible to children or to individuals with limited



beds than in conventional gardens. Add nitrogen as

needed during the growing season.

material will need to support the weight of saill,
plants, and irrigation water. Beds that are longer
than 6 feet or taller than about 18 inches should be
reinforced (with cross cable, anchored stakes, or
other mechanisms) to help prevent the weight of the
soil from pushing the boards outwards (Figure 3,
page 4).

e next step is to Il your raised bed. Purchase
or prepare a soil mix with high organic matter.
When using a soil mix, good landscaping companies
o er separate mixes for di erent uses. For example,
one with coarser soil may work well for a lawn but
not for a raised vegetable bed. Choose a mix that
has good nutrient and water-holding capacity. If the
framing material is sitting on top of the native soil,
then rst dig down or rototill at least 6 inches and
mix the native soil into the soil mix as you Il the
bed. Called “double digging,” this is optional but will
loosen the soil for deeper plant root growth. A soil
test is recommended so that you can properly adjust
the nutrient level and add supplemental fertilization
if needed.

Whether you use organic or synthetic fertilizer,
keep in mind that if you are using your raised beds
for growing vegetables, these require a lot of nutri
ents. ey grow rapidly, producing an entire plant
and crop for harvest in only 25 to 100 days. Be sure
you apply enough nitrogen, phosphate, and potash
to feed the plants properly. Pale green plants craving
nitrogen probably will appear more o en in raised

Irrigate properly to keep plants growing. e



footing a er rains begin. You are more likely to-har
vest cool-season crops with less mud to battle!
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