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Raised Beds: Benefits and Maintenance

Molly Jameson, UF/IFS Extension, Horticulture Agent, Leon
County

Vegetable gardening is a great
way to grow your own food
and live a more sustainable
lifestyle. Unfortunately,
Florida’s soils don’t always
lend themselves to growing
vegetables. If this is true of your landscape, try
gardening in raised beds instead! This gardening
 technique raises yields and reduces maintenance

. 1In your vegetable garden.

What are raised beds?

Raised beds are freestanding garden beds constructed
above ground level. “Raised” means that the soil level
in the bed is higher than the surrounding soil. The word
“bed” implies a size small enough to work in without
actually stepping onto planting area. Often raised beds
are enclosed with box-like frames to provide structural
support and prevent erosion.

Frames for raised beds can be constructed using a


https://nwdistrict.ifas.ufl.edu/hort/author/mjameson/
https://nwdistrict.ifas.ufl.edu/hort/author/mjameson/

variety of materials, including brick, rot-resistant lumber, landscape
timbers, or concrete blocks. Beds can also be elevated for gardeners who

want to avoid bending to the ground while working.

Benefits

Besides being aesthetically pleasing, raised vegetable beds offer many
benefits to gardeners. Here are a few:

Improved Soil Conditions — Florida soils tend to be sandy and low in
organic materials. By adding garden soil, compost, and soilless media to
your raised bed, you can keep the soil full of the nutrients plants need.
Since you don’t walk in raised beds, soil compaction is also reduced. This
allows water and air to move more freely through the soil.

Higher Yields — Raised-bed vegetables can be planted at higher densities,
just far enough apart to avoid crowding but close enough to shade out
weeds. The result 1s more produce per square foot. If your raised bed 1s
elevated above the ground, you’ll also have fewer problems with
nematodes. These microscopic worms wreak havoc on a plant’s roots and
reduce yields.

Enhanced Accessibility — Raised beds offer options to gardeners with
decreased mobility. Because the soil level is higher, you stoop less to
weed, water, and do other garden chores. Elevating the raised beds one to
three feet high makes gardening possible for people with limited mobility.
Make sure you have wide, hard-surfaced paths in between beds to provide
safe access for walkers and wheelchairs.

Decreased Maintenance — Since vegetables are planted much closer

together than they would be 1n a traditional bed, they can shade out much
of the weed growth. Pest control is also easier with raised beds. If
burrowing rodents like moles are a problem, the bottom of the bed can be
lined with poultry wire or hardware cloth. You can even cover beds with



bird netting. The narrow dimensions of the beds make it easy to add an
overhead frame. The frame can also be used to support covers for frost or
freeze protection.

Water Conservation — Raised beds can be irrigated using canvas soaker
hoses, perforated plastic sprinkle hoses, or low-volume drip tubing. These
irrigation methods work well for dispersing water in the long, narrow
beds. They also reduce disease by directing water to the soil instead of
wetting leaf surfaces with overhead irrigation.

There 1s one caution to building raised beds, however. Products and
building materials used for ornamental plants may not be suitable for
edibles. Be cautious of recycled lumber as a building material. Please also
remember that not all pesticides are safe for vegetable gardens. Many of
the products you would normally use in ornamental beds can be dangerous
when used on edible crops. Always read and follow the instructions on the
label; it’s the law.

What to Plant in Raised Beds

Most garden vegetables will grow well in raised beds. Try growing
lettuce, greens, radishes, and strawberries. Bush type vegetables, such as
tomatoes, cucumbers, and beans also do well in
raised beds. You can install trellises for vegetables
that need support, like some tomatoes and beans.
Certain crops, like squash, melons, and sweet corn,
usually do better in the ground because they require
more space than other vegetables.

If you’re interested in adding raised beds to your
yard, we have more information for you. For
construction tips and steps, please read our

article, Building Raised Beds. You will also find

the Florida Vegetable Gardening Guide helpful. This



https://gardeningsolutions.ifas.ufl.edu/home/design/types-of-gardens/building-raised-beds/
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/VH021
https://gardeningsolutions.ifas.ufl.edu/home/design/types-of-gardens/building-raised-beds/
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/VH021

guide includes vegetable varieties, planting dates in Florida, and other
valuable information on edible gardening.

Maintaining Your Raised Beds

One of the benefits of gardening in raised beds is the easier maintenance.
If you use quality materials and construct them well, raised beds can last
for decades with very little structural maintenance. There are a few
standard maintenance practices that you will need to keep up with, though,
for your crops’ sake.

Water Regularly

Soil in raised beds warms faster and dries out more quickly than soil at
ground level. Remember to water your raised beds on a consistent basis,
especially during dry periods. The goal is to keep the soil underneath the
surface lightly moist, even when the top inch dries in the sun.

Place soaker hoses or drip irrigation directly on the bed if you plan to use
them. Overhead sprinklers can also be used, but because they get the plant
foliage wet, they are more likely to spread disease. And of course,
watering cans are still an effective way for gardeners to get regular
exercise.

Use Mulch

Mulch helps to suppress weed growth and keeps the soil moist. Soil
temperatures are also much lower under organic mulches. You can use
organic mulches, such as straw (hay) or wood chips placed on landscape
fabric. Be cautious when using pine straw or bark as these may acidify the
soil.



Fertilize Appropriately

Fertilization of plants grown in raised beds is similar to that of plants
grown conventionally. We usually suggest that you select something with
2% phosphorus or less, in accordance with Florida State Law, but edibles
are the exception. Still, you may not need extra phosphorus in your
vegetable garden; a soil test can help you determine which nutrients you
truly need. You can learn more in our article about fertilizing vegetable
gardens.

Till at the End of the Season

At the end of the growing season, you can till your vegetable plants back
into the beds. This adds organic matter to the soil. You can also add
additional compost for more nutrients. Over time, the soil may become so
improved that you won’t have to till under.

For all of your raised bed questions, we’re here for you. Contact your
county Extension office for expert garden and landscape assistance.
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Arugula, Beets, Arugula, Beets, Broccoll, Cabbage, Caulifiower, Chinese
Broceoli, Brussels Sprouts, Brussals Sprouts, Cabbage, Cabbage, Collards, Eggplant,
Cabbage, Caulificower, Caulifiower, Chinese Cabbage, Endive, Kale, Lettuce, Peppers,
Chinesa Cabbage, Callards, Collards, Eggplant, Endive, Kale, Sugarcane, Swiss Chard,
Endiva, Kale, Kohirabi, Lattuce, Pappers, Sugarcana, Tomatillo, Tomatees, Tropical
Easily Lettuce, Strawberry, Swiss Strawberry, Swiss Chard, Spinaches

Survives

Transplanting €M™ Tomatoes, Tropical Spinaches

Celery, Mustard, Spinach Celery, Mustard, Pineapple, Amaranth, Calabaza Long
Spinach Squash, Luffa, Mustard, Papaya,
Passionfruit, Fineapple,
Seminole Pumpkin, Sweet

Potatoes
Transplant

Carefully
Beans (bush, pole), Carrots, Beans (bush, lima, pole), Beans (bush, lima, pole),
Onions (bulbing, bunching), Carrots, Cucumnbers, Onions Carrots, Cucumbers, Okra,
Radish, Squashes, Tumips (bunching), Radish, Squashes, Onions (bunching),
Turnips Peas (southem),
Squashes,
Use Tumips

Seeds
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What to Plant in October
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Arugula, Beets, Broccoli,
Brussels Sprouts, Cabbage,
Cauliflower, Chinese
Cabbage, Collards, Endive,
Kale, Kohlrabi, Lettuce,
Strawberry, Swiss Chard

EASYTO
TRANSPLANT

Celery, Mustard, Spinach

TRANSPLANT
WITH CARE

Carrots, Onions (bunching),
Radish, Turnips
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Arugula, Beets, Broccoli,
Brussels Sprouts, Cabbage,
Cauliflower, Chinese Cabbage,

Collards, Endive, Kale, Kohlrabi,
Lettuce, Strawberry, Sugarcane,
Swiss Chard, Tropical Spinaches

Celery, Mustard, Pineapple,

Spinach

Carrots, Onions (bulbing,
bunching), Radish, Turnips

GardeningSolutions,ifas,ufl.edu
Text only: go.ufl.edu/EdibleText

Arugula, Beets, Broccoli, Brussels
Sprouts, Cabbage, Cauliflower,
Chinese Cabbage, Collards,
Eggplant, Endive, Kale, Kohlrabi,
Lettuce, Peppers, Strawberry,
Sugarcane, Swiss Chard, Tomatillo,
Tomatoes, Tropical Spinaches

Amaranth, Calabaza, Celery,
Long Squashes, Luffa, Mustard,
Pineapple, Potatoes, Seminole
Pumpkin, Spinach

Beans (bush, lima, pole),

Carrots, Corn, Cucumbers,

Okra, Onions (bulbing, bunching),
Peas (southern), Radish,
Squashes, Turnips




Caring for African Violets: A Guide for Enthusiasts

Donna Arnold, UF/IFS Agent, Small Farm and Residential Horticulture, Gadsden County

African violets (Saintpaulia ionantha) are beloved
houseplants known for their vibrant blooms and
ease of growth indoors. Since their introduction to
the United States, they have become favorites
among plant enthusiasts for their adaptability and
stunning flowers, making them staples in homes
and offices. African violets thrive in bright, indirect
light and moderate temperatures, and they come in
various flower colors, including pink, purple, white,
and combinations of these hues. Here’s how to
ensure your African violets thrive with proper
watering, fertilizing, and propagation.

Watering

The quality of water is crucial for African violets. Use water that is safe for
drinking, making sure it is at room temperature or slightly warmer to avoid
causing yellow spots on the leaves. The watering needs of African violets vary based
on soil mixture, drainage, light, temperature, and humidity. For example, clay pots
require more frequent watering than plastic pots due to higher evaporation rates.
Water your African violets when the soil surface is dry to the touch or if wilting is
noticeable.

There are two methods to water African violets: top watering and bottom
watering. For top watering, apply enough water to saturate the soil and discard any
excess that drains out. For bottom watering, place the pot in a container with about
an inch of water. Once the soil surface becomes moist, remove the pot, let it drain,
and discard any remaining water. Self-watering pots are also an option, and you can
create one by making a “water wick” from a material like a braided nylon stocking.
Insert the wick into one of the pot’s drainage holes and ensure it reaches the bottom
of a water reservoir. Whether you water from the top or bottom, avoid letting the plant
sit in water.



Fertilizing

African violets benefit from regular feeding with water-
soluble fertilizers like 20-20-20 or 15-30-15. Mix the fertilizer
at one-fourth the recommended rate and apply it every time
. you water, ensuring the soil is moist before application. If your
plant shows signs of needing nutrients, such as gradual loss
of leaf color, reduced growth, and fewer flowers, fertilize and
observe for ten days. Be careful not to over-fertilize, as this
can result in tight centers and rusty-appearing new leaves.

Propagation

Propagating African violets is simple and can be done using leaf cuttings.
Choose a healthy leaf from the middle of the plant, snap or cut it off, and trim the
petiole (leaf. stem) to about 1-1.5 inches. Insert the petiole into a propagation
medium. Roots typically form at the petiole base within three to four weeks, new
leaves appear three to four weeks and flowering occurs six to nine months later.
Additional Tips
When purchasing an African violet, it usually adapts well to its container for a while.
Although these plants prefer a crowded environment, repotting them annually into
lightweight potting media is advisable.
Maintaining sanitation is essential to prevent diseases. Ensure all pots, tools, and
materials are clean before use. With proper care and attention, African violets can
flourish, bringing beauty and joy to any indoor space. By following these guidelines on
watering, fertilizing, and propagating, you can enjoy healthy and vibrant African violets
in your home. for more information, contact your local Extension Office or click on the
links below:

ENH17/MG028: African Violets (ufl.edu)
ENH 1096/EP360: Cultural Guidelines for Commercial Production of African Violets
(Saintpaulia ionantha) (ufl.edu)
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The Chemical Properties of Soil

Joshua Criss, UF/IFS Extension Agent, Santa Rosa County, FL

Managing your soil is easily the most critical task in gardening. Well-managed
soils retain water and nutrients, making them available to your plants, thus enabling
them to thrive. It may seem daunting, but with a bit of knowledge, you’ll quickly
discover that soil management is much simpler than you thought. Soil management
can be broken down into two major topics. The first is the physical properties outlined
in a previous article, which may be found here. The second, and arguably more
complicated of the two, are those chemical properties that drive plant growth.

The What and Why of Soil pH

When considering chemical properties, you first need to look at soil pH. This is the
measure of acidity or alkalinity within your soil profile. Innate soil pH is a product of
the parent material from which your soil has formed, which tends to be slightly acidic
on the Panhandle. Testing is the only accurate way to measure your soil’s pH level
and buffering capacity. Your county extension office will be happy to facilitate that
testing.

So, why is pH so important to plant growth? You’ll want to manage your soil’s
pH for two reasons. The first is that soil acidity greatly influences the form that
fertilizers and herbicides take in your landscape. Put into context, if you add fertilizers
into the soil with an incorrect pH, that fertilizer may not dissolve in the water present.
It will thus be unavailable to your plants. Here is another example of putting the right
plant in the right place. Some, such as centipedegrass, thrive in a low-nutrition
environment created by a low pH, whereas most vegetable plant species and many
other landscape species only want a slightly acidic environment. Placing plants that
will grow in the natural pH of your soil is a great way to ensure success in your
gardens.
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Ok, you’ve tested your soil and discovered it is not optimal for the plants you
want to grow. Fear not, as you can take some actions to adjust your soil’s inherent
acidity levels. Keep in mind that any changes will be very localized and are temporary.
To raise soil pH, you must apply some version of calcium, colloquially called liming.
Your calcium source should be based on soil testing, as different types may also add
needed nutrients. Most notably, dolomitic lime will change soil pH while adding
magnesium. Soil testing will also tell you to provide the buffering capacity of your soil,
which will dictate the amount needed to adjust the soil properly. Soil pH may also be
lowered through elemental sulfur additions, but this process is very difficult and may
become detrimental to plant growth through repeated application. In this instance, it
may be preferable to address via plant selection versus pH adjustment.

How Does Soil Hold Onto Water and Nutrition

The other main consideration for soil chemical properties is cation exchange capacity
or CEC. Now, this can be a very complicated topic. Put very simply, it refers to your
soil’s ability to retain both water and applied nutrients. It’s important to understand as
it holds components critical to plant growth in the root zone of said plants. This
happens as there are negative charges on the surfaces of clay particles in your soil
that latch onto the positive ions of applied fertilizers.

Soil Solution

Clay Particles
Root Hairs




So, what about soils low in clay, such as those in Florida? Organic matter will
help in this arena. It mimics clay’s properties and will retain nutrients better than your
native soil. However, this is not a pass to add endless amounts of compost, as they
come with a nutritive load that must be considered in your garden management plan.
Adding 1-3 inches worked into your plant root zone is more than enough when
establishing new gardens.

Understanding your soil is critical when gardening anywhere. In Florida, where
soils are less than optimal, understanding how water and nutrients are retained and
used by your plants will help avoid much frustration. For more information on soil
management refer to these IFAS documents, or contact your local extension agent for
additional information on this and any topic regarding your gardens and more.
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Herbs for Fall

Plant These Herbs
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Herbs for Fall Pint this graphc
® Bzsil - annual, use kaves ® Print a version of this nfographic in English (PCF).
® Chives - perennial use l2aves ® Printa version of this nfographic eén Espariol,
" Coriander - annual, use seeds
® Dill - annuel, use seedhzads
" Fennel - perennial, use seeds when ripe and leaves
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