Raised Bed Gardening
Kevin J. Konetzni
Sandoval Extension Master Gardener

What are
raised beds?
Raised garden beds are
structures that are on or up off
the ground to facilitate growing
plants to mitigate a number of
impediments to gardening

Reasons for Raised
Beds

Poor soil conditions
Ease of planting and
harvesting
Irregular terrain
Creates natural border
Customizable for your
space

Poor Soil Conditions
• Caliche soil - an area of calcium carbonate formed
in the soils of semiarid regions – sometimes called
calcrete. Extremely hard, difficult or impossible to
work. Unlikely to be amendable and to make
useful for gardening.
• Rocky Soil – small and large aggregate within the
soil
• Tree roots – difficult to dig and grow plants, do
not want to disturb tree roots

Ease of Planting and Harvesting
• Mobility Challenges
• Minimal stooping or bending
• Wheelchair access

Irregular terrain
•

Slopes or hilly

Creates natural border
• Keeps pets and people out

Customize for your
space

Types of Raised Beds
Traditional on ground

Flower pots

Elevated

• Kits
•
•
•
•
•

Sources for Raised Beds

Available from Big Box stores and online
Precut ready to assemble
All parts included
Set dimensions
Not customizable

• Pots
• Available from Big Box stores and online
• Ready to go when you get them home
• Do it yourself(DIY)
• Supplies acquired from building supply
stores
• Must determine size and cut the parts
• Need to acquire parts for assembly
• Can be built to custom fit the site

Bed Materials
• Kits - wood , plastic or metal
• Wood – Cedar, Redwood, Fir

Important note: use only untreated wood. No railroad ties or
pressure treated lumber.

Concrete Block

Bed Materials cont.

Straw bales

Brick

Stone

Metal panels

Bed Materials cont.
Composites, Recycled plastic

Water troughs

While recycled materials may be an attractive
options for those building their own beds, there are
some cautions of which to be aware.

Special Note on
Recycled
Materials

1.

Railroad ties and treated lumber have toxins
that should be avoided in your garden,
particularly for beds where you are growing
edible plants.

2.

There are examples on the internet showing
tires usefulness as garden beds. Personally, I
would not use tires since they also contain
toxins. There is a reason they are diverted
from landfills.

3.

Be careful when using reclaimed and recycled
materials. Painted surfaces can contain lead
paint and porous materials like wood and
concrete block may be contaminated with
hazardous chemicals. Reject any materials
that look suspicious.

Cost comparison
Cost of 2 ft. by 2 ft. by 4 ft. bed
$400
$350

$300
$250
$200
$150
$100
$50
$Wood

Concrete Block

Straw bales

Metal paneling

Water troughs

Composites

My Beds

I used 2 x 6 western red cedar. Beds are 18 inches
high with 24 inch long 4 x 4 cedar for legs, sunk into
the ground six inches.

Soil
• Any soil used in the beds should have a good
amount of organic matter (compost) to give
your plants a good medium in which to grow.
• Soil will need to be brought in to fill the bed.
You can use soil from your site if you have
enough or you can acquire it from another
source such as compost/soil manufacturers.
• There are different ideas on how to fill the
beds. Some say to use branches and large
pieces of wood as filler in the bottom. Others
use cardboard, newpaper and other materials
that will compost over time. The caution is
that soil in the bed will likely settle
considerably over time.

My Soil Failure
The compost I acquired the first year had a large
amount of wood chunks, rocks and sand. It was
more like topsoil than compost, so I used it as is.
I got tomatoes, peppers and eggplant to grow, but
root vegetables, beans and peas and most other
vegetables did not do well.
The next year, I dug the soil out of all my beds and
sifted it. I used the wood chunks for mulch in my
garden paths and the soil for the base for my beds.
The lesson: sift your compost or topsoil to
eliminate the big chunks, which can be returned to
your own compost pile or used for mulch. A sifter
with one quarter to one half inch hardware cloth
is ideal.

Soil
I purchased 25 cubic yards of
enhanced topsoil to fill my
beds. Every spring I top off my
beds with compost to keep my
beds healthy.
If you purchase soil it is important
to make sure to use a reliable
supplier to avoid herbicides that
will inhibit your plants, for example
pre-emergent. Ask your supplier
about their source of materials.

Things to
consider when
building raised
beds

• Raised beds minimize vegetation
creep. Weeds, grasses and other
vegetation is kept to a minimum.
• Lining the bottom of the bed with
hardware cloth to thwart burrowing
critters from digging into your beds
from underneath should be
considered if you have such pests in
your area
• PVC pipe hoops are especially easy
to attach to wood and composite
beds.

Things to
consider when
building raised
beds cont.

• It takes time to build any raised bed
so this should be considered when
planning your garden
• Carefully plan for your space so that
you are sure where you want your
beds.
• I have beds that are 18 inches high
which seems to be optimal for me
and my wife.
• I had to move two beds the second
year so that meant digging out the
soil, pulling up the bed and moving
it to the new location and resetting
it. This took the better part of two
days.`

Hoops are useful for
attaching shade cloth,
row cover or plastic.

They are attached
with electric
conduit clamps and
deck screws

Hoops
I have used the hoops to hold row cover to keep birds
(thrashers) from eating pea seeds and tender pea
shoots

This year the strawberries and raspberries were
delivered earlier than they should have, so I attached
6 mil plastic to hoops to keep the raspberries and
strawberries from freezing. On nights when we
expected a hard freeze, I put light fixtures with
standard incandescent bulbs in the bed to generate
enough heat to keep the plants safe.
This year I plan to utilize shade cloth on the hoops
over my tomato beds to shade my tomatoes from the
hottest part of the day.

Irrigation

Now that you are planning on building raised beds, how do you to water them?
Watering by hand requires time and dedication. If you are away for an extended period of
time your beds will suffer unless you have someone water for you.
Using manual valves can make it easier than hand watering but is still a process that requires
your attention.
Employing automatic valves with a timer eliminates the manual process but requires some
sort of power supply to operate the timer. I have 17 raised beds for vegetables and each one
has a water supply on a timer. This was accomplished through installing pipes to each bed
from a valve manifold. This allows me to set the appropriate irrigation time for each crop as
well as change watering schedules as the plants develop or are harvested.

Types of irrigation

With hand watering you are likely dragging a hose around to the different beds to get the
plants watered. This can be exhausting but has minimal investment up front.

Drip irrigation works well with manual or automatic valve systems. It delivers the specific
amount water where you want it.
Soaker hoses are good for vegetables that require a large amount of water, but is similar to
flood irrigation.
I use soaker hoses on potatoes, onions and asparagus. I use a drip system on all my other
vegetables.

Water in my beds
Each bed has its own water supply attached to
an electric valve connected to an irrigation
timer. I also installed two yard hydrants in the
garden.

My Completed Garden Beds
14 beds are 12 ft long and 3 to 6 feet wide, one is 3 ft by 8 ft, two are 5 ft
by 7 ft and one, along the garden wall is about 35 ft long and 1 to 3 ft wide.

Vegetables that are large and vining are not well
suited for raised beds. They are hard to contain to
the beds since they send out long vines, sometime
many feet long.

Pumpkins,
watermelon
and other
vining crops

Last year my pumpkins took over the garden paths
all around the bed and made it difficult to work on
adjacent beds. My watermelons had the same issue.
This year I am making large beds that will be 8 to 12
inches high and 16 feet square for these crops.
I have had success with cucumbers in the raised
beds since I can train them on trellises and contain
them to their beds. They also need regular attention
since the fruit needs to be harvested frequently.

I grew 23 tomato plants last year. I had a huge
crop, especially of paste type tomatoes that were
roasted and put into the freezer. They make
wonderful marinara sauce and are a great
addition to soups and stews.

Tomatoes

I planted too intensively in the beds, 8 plants in a
12 foot long bed. It was harder than it should
have been to harvest. This year I will do fewer, 6
plants per 12 foot bed and dedicate more beds
for tomatoes. Also, good vegetables to plant
along the edge of the tomato beds are carrots
and radishes, both of which mature rather
quickly.

We have many visitors during the summer.
Friends, relatives and neighbors stop by
often and one of my joys is to have people
visit my garden. I do like to show it off!

Harvesting
and sharing

I tend to plant way more than my wife and I
can use. When we get the plants they seem
so small, so I think we need a lot of them. So
I end up with excess produce.

I enjoy letting the visitors harvest whatever
they want from the garden to take home.
They are always thrilled to help themselves
and I really do enjoy sharing.

• My experience with raised beds is for
growing vegetables but flowers and small
shrubs should also do well in beds.

Flowers
and
shrubs

• If planting shrubs in a raised bed be careful
to fully research how large the plant will
get and place it in the appropriately sized
bed.
• This may provide a solution for a small
yard, such as a patio home, where a
number of small beds can be used to
provide color and attract pollinators.

It took me 3 years
to build all my
garden beds, so I
rely on what I call
my
MANTRA

How do you eat an elephant?
One bite at a time.

Questions

