Organic Soil Amendments

First, get your soil tested.  Then try to balance your soil using the following suggestions:
Low pH (below 6) – add limestone powder to bring the pH up to around 6.5.  If you are also low in magnesium, you can use dolomitic lime.  Otherwise, use high calcium lime.

High pH (above 7) – use gypsum (for calcium), and sulphur (to lower pH).  Just adding lots of organic matter can also regulate pH.
Nitrogen sources – Soybean meal, cottonseed meal, fish meal, blood meal, alfalfa meal, corn gluten meal, feather meal, compost, manures, leguminous cover crops.

Phosphorus sources – Soft rock phosphate, bone meal.

Potassium sources – Greensand, wood ashes (use sparingly), granite dust, mined potassium sulfate.
Micronutrients (Trace minerals) – Azomite, kelp meal, greensand, alfalfa meal.  Specific micronutrients may also be needed according to the soil sample.

Organic Matter – Compost, leaves, peat moss, straw, hay, etc.
Take a soil test again the second year to make sure you’ve gotten things balanced.  Then every few years after that.  Generous composting will keep the soil in pretty good balance.

Crop Rotations


“To my mind, crop rotation is the single most important practice in a multiple-cropping program.”  Eliot Coleman


There are many benefits of crop rotation.  Refer to The New Organic Grower for a thorough treatise of the subject.

General Guidelines:

1. Try to separate plant families by at least three years (don’t plant the same family in the same spot more than once every three years).

2. The longer the rotation, the better it is.

3. The amaryllidadeae, compositae, and leguminosae families are generally beneficial preceding crops.

4. The brassicaceae, chenopodiaceae, and umbelliferae families are generally detrimental to subsequent crops.

5. Follow heavy feeding plants with light feeders, follow shallow-rooted plants with deep-rooted.

Major Vegetable Families:

Amaryllidaceae – Leeks, onions, garlic, chives

Brassicaceae – Mustard, kale, collards, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, broccoli, Asian greens, arugula, radishes, cress, turnips, rutabagas
Chenopodiaceae – Beets, Swiss chard, spinach

Compositae – Chicories (endive, escarole, radicchio, etc.) artichoke, lettuce

Cucurbitaceae – Watermelon, cantaloupe, cucumbers, squash and pumpkins, gourds

Leguminosae – Peanuts, beans, peas

Solanaceae – Peppers, tomatoes, eggplant, potatoes

Umbelliferae – Dill, celery, carrots, fennel, parsnips, parsley, cilantro

Corn, sweet potatoes, asparagus, and okra are all in their own families

Cover Crops (or Green Manures)

General Guidelines:

1. Sow a legume and non-legume together for maximum benefit.

2. Till under when plants have begun to flower, but have not set seed.

3. Use tender or half-hardy crops for a winter-killed cover – perfect for early spring planting.

4. Experiment with undersowing a cover crop into your vegetable crop (after your vegetable crop has about a month head start).  Soybeans in corn and clover in brassicas are two classic examples.  You get your crop and soil improvement too!

Leguminous cover crops:

1. Hardy (should not winter-kill) – Hairy vetch, red clover, sweet clover, dutch white clover, alfalfa
2. Half-hardy (will winter-kill with sustained temperatures below 20 deg.) – Austrian winter peas, berseem clover, crimson clover, lupine, purple vetch

3. Tender (frost sensitive) – cowpeas, soybeans, crotolaria, sesbania

Non-leguminous cover crops:

1. Hardy – Rye, wheat

2. Half-hardy – Barley, mustard, oats, oil radish, phacelia

3. Tender – Buckwheat, sorghum sudan grass, millet

