
Raised Bed Gardening                           
What is raised bed gardening  

The raised bed or growing bed is the basic unit of an intensive garden. Raised beds are freestanding beds with 
the planting area raised above the natural terrain or existing soil level with improved areas of soil. The design of 
raised beds may be formal or informal, or rectangular or irregular shaped. For a vegetable garden one could go 
either way. A raised bed does not have to be very deep. Raised beds are usually 2- to 4-ft. wide and eight to 12 
inches is usually adequate. Keeping a raised bed across about 4 ft. wide allows you to weed, water or harvest 
without stepping into the bed. The idea is to stand or kneel in the paths when working in the raised beds. The 
soil remains more productive because it is not compacted by footsteps. Raised beds are typically bordered by 
permanent paths usually two to three feet wide. 

Why a Raised Bed  
Raised bed gardening is a simple technique that can improve the health and productivity of your garden. Raised 
beds have better soil structure and drainage, allowing the soil to warm up earlier in the season, and giving you a 
head start on spring. Stubborn perennial weeds can be less of a problem in raised beds than in other gardens. 
The adaptability of raised beds in terms of size, soil, and location makes them useful for growing a wide array 
of plants of various cultural needs. 
Installing a raised bed can also help improve the health and productivity of your vegetable garden. Many 
gardeners are stuck with soil types that have poor nutrient status, are too wet, compacted and have poor 
drainage, or infested with soil-borne pests. Such soils hinder seed germination, root growth, root establishment, 
nutrient supply, and eventually affect plant growth. Raised beds also come handy in situations when your 
backyard or garden is prone to runoff and erosion. 
Another compelling reason to use a raised bed is to control your soil. Heavy clay that doesn’t drain well leads to 
root rot and other diseases. Sandy soil dries quickly and doesn’t hold nutrients, leaving plants hungry. Raised 
beds offer the opportunity to fill the frame with rich, weed-free soil that has great drainage. You give your 
plants the perfect environment for lush, healthy growth.  

Advantages of Raised Beds 

Better drainage 
Growing plants in raised beds is a logical choice for gardeners with heavy, poorly drained soils. Raised beds 
permit plant roots to develop in soil held above water-logged or compacted zones. This soil environment is 
much better for root growth. As beds are built up, compost or other forms of organic matter may be 
incorporated, further improving soil structure, drainage and nutrient-holding capacity.  
In addition, better drainage speeds soil warming and allows earlier spring planting. In wet seasons, soil dries 
faster, so planting can proceed between rains. Raised beds warm up more quickly in the spring and drain well 
(assuming the soil is properly prepared), allowing for a longer growing season and better growing conditions. 

Higher yields 
Better root growth from improved soils leads to higher yields for food crops and lusher growth of ornamental 
plantings. Also, intensive planting in raised beds means more plants can be grown in a smaller area than with 
conventional row-cropping techniques (e.g. square foot gardening). Little or space is wasted between rows. 



Easy maintenance 
Because plants grow above the level of walkways, less stooping is required for weeding, watering and other 
chores. Intensively planted raised beds provide dense foliage cover, shading out much weed growth. Weed 
populations decrease over time in a raised bed that is well cared for and mulched. 

Using difficult sites 
Raised beds make gardening possible on sites where growing plants would otherwise be impossible. Rooftop 
gardens and raised beds on top of solid rock are examples. Terraced raised beds turn hillsides into productive 
growing areas while reducing soil erosion potential. They are also a great resource for people with limited or 
small space.  

Prevention of soil compaction  
One of the greatest advantages of raised beds comes from the protection the structure provides from foot traffic, 
especially from children working in a garden area. Once the soil in a raised bed has stabilized, compaction is 
almost non-existent so the need for seasonal tilling is minimal. Since people work on the paths and don’t walk 
in well-designed raised beds, the soil does not get compacted and plants are less likely to be damaged.  

Material conservation  
Because the gardening space is concentrated, the management of water, fertilizer, mulch and soil amendments 
can be more carefully controlled, leading to less waste.  

Creating a Raised Bed  
When creating a raised bed the key to having success starts with location. Prior to siting the bed(s) determine 
where you will take the most advantage of sunlight throughout the day, whether surrounding trees or structures 
will shade the beds at times during the day, and make sure there is a water source close by or you have the 
capability to provide water on a regular basis.  
Next, based on what and how much you wish to grow, determine the size of your raised bed. If you are able to 
reach only one side of the bed, the maximum width should be two feet. If you have access from both sides, the 
bed can be up to four feet wide.  
Give some thought to the paths between beds. A few inches of wood chips can make a luxurious path. However, 
in a surprisingly short time these paths break down into a wonderful growing media for weeds. While weeds are 
easily pulled from the loose soil of raised beds, this is usually not the case in compacted pathways. Laying a 
durable covering on the pathways, such as landscape fabric or even old carpeting, helps control weed growth. 
As with normal garden soil, raised beds require regular fertilizer application. If you are uncertain of the quality 
of your soil or how to amend it, take samples to your local county Extension agent for testing to determine soil 
needs. If there is any chance the soil has been contaminated with potentially toxic compounds, ask to have the 
soil tested for heavy metals.  
With respect to watering your beds, overhead irrigation does not work well on raised beds due to their limited 
size. For small beds, hand watering works well. Drip irrigation systems works best in larger beds. Mulching 
raised beds with organic or other mulches helps reduce water loss from the soil due to evaporation and also 
helps control weeds.  



Types of Raised Beds  
• Mounded or Unsupported Ground Beds 

This is the simplest form of raised bed. It can be easily 
constructed by creating flap-topped mounds, usually six to eight 
inches high, and require no additional materials other than 
additional soil. The mounds are created by bringing in additional 
soil to form the beds, or by excavating three to four inches of soil 
from pathways between beds. 
Advantages of this type of raised: (1) financially economical by 
using existing soil and not importing soil, money can be saved 
and used for organic amendments that would be needed to improve even the imported soil; (2) a mounded 
garden can easily be replaced with another crop or moved to another location; (3) lower water requirements as 
in-ground beds won’t dry out as quickly as raised beds and will therefore require less water to maintain.  

• Supported Raised Beds 
Supported raised beds provide a barrier between your garden and the 
surrounding area, the biggest source of perennial weeds. The frame, 
whether wood, stone, brick or plastic, can also add a neat, finished 
look. The advantages and disadvantages of these type of beds have 
been presented previously.  
 
 

• Elevated Beds 
Elevated beds with high walls offers more 
protection to plants in high-traffic areas near 
sidewalks. In paved areas where reflected heat 
can stress plants, raising a bed to one or two feet 
can reduce heat, while maximize physical 
accessibility and reduce maintenance. Raised 
beds, at the proper height, can improve access for 
wheelchairs, or for gardeners who have a hard 
time bending over. For most wheelchair users, 
27" is a comfortable working height, but you can 
custom-build the beds to any height. Choose the 
width to match your arm’s reach.  
 

Construction of Raised Beds 
Raised beds work best when framed. Raised beds without frames tend to require more watering and may erode 
during periods of heavy rainfall. There are many suitable enclosure materials for raised beds including stone, 
bricks, concrete block, rot resistant wood, such as redwood, and rigid, recycled plastic “boards.”. Do not use 
wood containing creosote or compounds containing pentachlorophenol, which are toxic to plants or humans.  

Preparing the soil 
One of the reasons that raised bed gardening is so productive is that the gardener has control over the soil used 
in the bed. In traditional gardens, the soil becomes compacted from tractors, tillers, or people moving across the 
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surface. Adding components such as organic matter and porous material to raised beds will improve soil 
structure  
Soil compaction is also avoided by not walking in the beds. An ideal soil for raised beds would consist of equal 
volumes of garden soil, organic matter (compost, peat moss, composted manure), and porous material 
(vermiculite or perlite).  

Planting 
There are several ways to plant your bed. You may also choose to plant in rows within the bed, or simply group 
similar plants together by maturation time or height. When choosing what to plant keep in mind that diversity in 
plants will promote a more stable ecosystem. Plant diversity tends to encourage more beneficial insects and 
microorganisms in the planting area. Monoculture, or grouping together of the same or closely related crops, 
may encourage more pest and disease issues. You may even want to include a few flowers in your vegetable 
garden to increase the diversity of plants being grown. 
Also, have a plan for intensively gardening the space. Remember that certain vegetables like spinach, lettuce, 
cabbage, broccoli, and others, grow well in spring and can be planted relatively early (late March or early 
April). These crops are often harvested by mid-May when summer vegetables (tomatoes, beans, peppers, 
squash, etc.) are planted. Some of these crops mature very quickly and it may be possible to make two or more 
plantings in the summer garden. For example, beans planted in mid-May will very likely mature by mid-July. A 
second planting of beans can be made in mid-July to be harvested in mid-September. Many summer vegetables 
will be finishing up by late August to early September, just in time for planting of fall vegetables (many of the 
same crops that were grown in the spring garden). By preparing for three gardening seasons (spring, summer, 
and fall) and planting in succession (one crop goes in as another is harvested), the most intensive and efficient 
use or your garden space will be achieved. Of course, when growing successive plantings like this, much 
attention needs to be paid to soil fertility throughout the growing season. 
As you plan from year to year, remember that it is good practice to move plants around if your gardening space 
allows. For example, if you have multiple beds, don’t grow tomatoes (and related crops like potatoes, peppers, 
and eggplant) in the same bed for more than 2 or 3 years in a row. Give the soil a break from tomatoes (and 
related crops) for a couple of years by moving them to another bed, growing them in containers, or not growing 
them at all. This will prevent soil pests from building up to high numbers that will eventually impact the 
performance of your plants. 

Care and maintenance 
One of the benefits of raised beds is that the plants have been elevated above the walkway and less stooping will 
be required for maintenance and harvest of vegetables. However, because the soil is raised, it tends to drain 
faster and may dry out more rapidly than conventional gardens. One way to slow soil drying is to mulch. 
Applying mulch is one of the best things you can do for your garden. A light layer of mulch helps preserve soil 
moisture, so a raised bed or container loses less water by evaporation. Mulch reduces weeds, helps maintain a 
more even soil temperature and helps keep fruits and vegetables clean. Keep the mulch at least an inch away 
from the stems and crowns of plants to discourage disease. Organic mulches can improve the soil, and 
nonorganic mulches such as white marble chips can reflect light into the plant canopy in low light situations. 
As mentioned earlier, raised beds are more prone to drying out than conventional gardens. At least one inch of 
rainfall or supplemental irrigation per week will usually be necessary to mature a vegetable crop. If 
supplemental irrigation is applied, it is best to use drip or soaker hose irrigation since these tend to direct water 
to the root system and not onto the plant itself. Watering the entire plant, especially late in the evening, will 
allow water to remain on the foliage for several hours. In certain instances, this may promote disease problems. 
Therefore, it is best to water in the morning if it is necessary to use some type of sprinkler that wets the entire 
plant. 
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