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Minigardening:  
Growing Vegetables in  Containers

Ed Thralls
Extension Faculty Emeritus

Orange County Extension
E-mail: orange@ifas.ufl.edu

Why do people grow vegetables?
• Popular pastime for 

– Mental relaxation
– Exercise
– Saves money
– Grow stuff that is not 

available at the store
– Best way to know how it was 

grown (Safety)
– But most of all …….

• It tastes great

Photo Credit: Lucy Bradley, NCSU

Ten Ways Gardening 
is Healthy for You.

1. Makes you love veggies 
you thought you hated 
(UF)

2. Helps you lose weight (The 
American Journal of Public Health)

3. Provides a great workout 
that feels more fun than 
work (American Society for 
Horticultural Science)

4. Nourishes your spirit (NASA)

5. Cuts your risk of heart 
disease (British Journal of Sports 
Medicine)

6. Helps slow climate 
change (National Wildlife 
Federation)

7. Boosts your immune 
system (Science)

8. Increase  hand 
coordination and 
strength (HortScience)

9. Gives you better self-
esteem (Kansas State)

10. Sharpens your brain 
(Journal of Alzheimer's Disease)

https://www.rd.com/health/wellness/health-benefits-of-gardening/
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Lots of people want to grow food, but 
not everyone has a yard or will dig up 

the yard

Growing Edibles in Containers

• Container of appropriate size
• Potting mix
• A location with six or more hours of sun

• Any Questions?

Containers

• Materials
– Clay
– Ceramic
– Plastic
– Wooden
– Other
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Containers

• Size matters
– Tomato – Five gallon
– Pepper – Three gallon
– Carrots – One gallon

• Drainage is a must so 
plan for it

• Size matters
– Five gallon

• Broccoli, Cabbage,  
Squash

– Three gallon
• Kale, Eggplant, Swiss 

Chard

– 8” Deep
• Beans, Basil, Collards

Potting Mix
• Many Commercial Formulas

– All work well
– Avoid “soil”
– Limit “fertilizer included”

• Make your own “Soilless media”
– 1 part peatmoss (wet first: soak in a bucket) 
– 1 part coarse vermiculite
– 1 part finished compost

(Make new soilless media each gardening season)

Lightweight; holds water and 
air; ideal for plant growth.

Potting Mix

For each bushel (1.24 cu ft) of 

soilless media add:

• 1.25 cups dolomite (to adjust pH)

• 1/2 cup 14-14-14 fertilizer w/ micronutrients 

(slow release)
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Growing Vegetables

• Seasons
– September (Warm Season Vegetables)
– Mid-October (Cool Season Vegetables)
– February (Warm Season Vegetables)
– June - August (too hot, too humid)

Growing Vegetables

• Varieties
– Bush
– Dwarf
– Minature

Get Your Hands Dirty

Get Potting Mix and container
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Edible Landscapes with Containers

• Edible gardens range in size from containers (mini-
gardens) to fields of an acre or more (maxi-gardens)

• Edible Landscapes with Containers is practical for 
those without sufficient space for a larger garden

Edible Landscapes with Containers
• For people who don’t have access to 

any space to grow edible plants in the 
soil, there is always containers.

• Containers can be used in these 
situations to line steps, beautify 
patios, and accent existing gardens.

• Edible plants have been grown in 
containers in some of the most 
popular and prestigious gardens 
throughout history dating from the 
hanging gardens of Babylon.

• Pots – plastic, clay, glazed
• Buckets, baskets, barrels, bags
• Grow boxes
• Vertical systems

Small-scale
Containers
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Hanging Containers
Topsy Turvy TM

Heavy! – Need strong support.

Barrels

Baskets

Buckets

Other Containers
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Grow Bags
Plastic, mesh or felt bags.  Some have 

handles; some come pre-filled 
with media.

“Lay Flat”
Soil Bags 

Grow Boxes
• Various sizes
• Use potting (soil-less) mixes
• Have a reservoir of water
• Fertilize one time

(2 cups granular fertilizer) 
• Keep cover on until you’re 

ready to replant
• Vining plants need support
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The EarthBox:  A Garden 
Anywhere

• A scientifically engineered 
container garden

• Superior Crops
• No Green Thumbs Required
• Sets up in 10 minutes
• No weeding digging or hoeing
• Automatically feeds and 

waters your plants
• Naturally more productive
• Reusable for years
• Uses ordinary fertilizer and 

potting mix

Plastic Cover

Potting Mix Wick

Fertilizer Band

Watering Tube

Aeration Screen

Water 
Reservoir

Key Components to the EarthBox

• The EarthBox gradient system uses 80% less 
water to grow 50 % more produce with 50% less 
fertilizer in a container that prevents pollution and 
controls the environment to grow the healthiest 
produce without using herbicides or pesticides.  

• The EarthBox grows produce anywhere there is a 
minimum of 5-6 hours of sunlight: in classrooms, on 
pavement, on decks, in homes, on terraces and in 
schoolyards.  

The EarthBox Solution
to the Challenges of Sustainable 

Agriculture
• Re-usable potting mix
• Controlled environment 

that minimizes use of 
fertilizer and prevents 
seepage

• 80% less water usage

Conservation
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Vertical Growing System
• Commercial kits include: 

- poles
- styrofoam pots
- media
- fertilizer
- drip irrigation
- pump, timer, electricity 

Transplants and nutrient 
tank not supplied

Raised Beds
• Eliminates many 

problems caused by 
organisms living in native 
soil.

• May be elevated to 
permit access with little 
bending over.

• Do not exceed 4’ width so 
you can reach the center 
of the bed from either 
side.

• Use of treated lumber is OK 
as arsenic (CCA Lumber) is 
no longer used to treat 
wood (Dec 31, 2003)

SQUARE FOOT GARDENING

Simple, productive raised-bed gardening system
in a 4’ x 4’ footprint
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WHAT IS SQUARE FOOT GARDENING?

Compared to a conventional single-row garden:

»Grow 100% of the harvest
»20% of the space
»10% of the water
» 5% of the seeds
» 2% of the work
» 0% of the weeds

Square Foot Gardening

• The smaller footprint of 
square-foot gardening 
makes it an ideal choice 
for beginners, and those 
with small yards or decks.

• Many people are familiar 
with traditional rows of 
edible plants; square-foot 
gardening offers 
something a little 
different. 

• Many gardeners find 
vegetable gardening to be 
a relaxing activity.

• Nothing like the 
satisfaction of eating 
something that you grew 
in your own patio, deck or 
small landscape area.

ALL THAT IN ONE 4X4 BOX?
• 1 head of cabbage
• 1 head of broccoli
• 1 head of cauliflower
• 4 heads of romaine
• 4 heads of red lettuce
• 4 heads of salad lettuce
• 5 pounds sugar snap 

peas …
But wait, there’s

more . . . .

• 8 bunches of Swiss chard
• 9 bunches of spinach
• 16 small ball carrots
• 16 beets
• 4 bunches beet greens
• 16 long carrots
• 32 radishes

28

29

30



1/11/2022

11

WITHOUT A GRID IT ISN’T A 
SQUARE FOOT GARDEN!

If there is a disadvantage to the 
Square Foot Garden:

• Watering required is one to two cups of water 
once a week to every single plant with sun 
warmed (not cool) water.

• The system assumes you will spend some time 
in the garden every day.

• To get a reasonable production you must 
replant as soon as you harvest anything.

Using the Containers

• Advantages
– Grow “edibles” without a garden plot
– No tilling, digging, or hoeing
– Extends the growing season
– Protect plants from animals
– Easier to control the environment in the container
– Fewer problems with weeds
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Using the Containers

• The Big Thing to Remember with Container 
Gardening …
– You are providing everything that the Environment 

usually provides to an in-ground garden.
• Light
• Water
• Temperature
• Nutrients
• Soil

Using the Containers

• Water – it take 400 pounds of water to 
produce one pound of a green leafy “edible”

• Consider water storing gels for the soil
• Check soil daily; water when top 2” are dry
• Use a water break or sprinkling can
• Water early in the day

Fertilizer

• Plants make their own 
food through a process 
called “Photosynthesis”.

• You buy nutrients, not 
plant food.

• May be synthetic or 
organic

• May be fast or slow 
release; use both in 
containers
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Edible Landscapes with Containers

• Insect and Disease Control
– Control by natural means is difficult when 

infestations of garden pests are high
– Helpful suggestions

• Plant resistant varieties
• Plant seed from disease-free plants
• Select pest-free transplants
• Use cardboard collar around plant stems
• Rogue out severely diseased plants

Home Remedies
• Home remedies are neither safe nor organic

– For example:  Dawn Ultra Dishwashing 
Liquid Dish Soap

• Contains:  
– Alcohol Denatured
– C10-16 Alkyldimethylamine Oxide
– Colorants
– Fragrances
– Methylisothiazolinone
– PEI-14 PEG-24/PPG-16 Copolymer
– Phenoxyethanol
– PPG-26
– Sodium Chloride, Sodium Hydroxide, Sodium Laureth Sulfate, Sodium Lauryl Sulfate
– Water
– C9-11 Pareth-8

– No Label for mixing as an insecticide; if it did, would you use an 
insecticide on dishes??

Example of a Commercial 
Insecticidal Soap

• Safer Insecticidal Soap
– Has an EPA label to provide mixing and use 

instructions for your safety
– It is OMRI approved for use in a certified organic 

garden
– The active ingredient is potassium salts of fatty acids
– To be effective, it must be applied directly to the insect; 

usually soft bodied insects such as aphids, whiteflies, 
soft scale and thrips

If mixed at a rate of 1% solution of potassium salts 
of fatty acids, it is used as an insecticide

If mixed at a rate of 3% solution of potassium salts 
of fatty acids, it becomes an herbicide
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Edible Landscapes with Containers

• Insect and Disease Control (con’t’d)
– More helpful suggestions 

• Encourage natural predators; plant flowering 
plants

• Use sticky traps
• Replace potting mix at the end of each growing 

season
• USE CLEAN CONTAINERS

Edible Landscapes with Containers
Irrigation – “Watering”

• Apply when top two inches feel dry
• Consistent moisture is key to quality and yield
• Early morning irrigation is best
• “Edibles” have critical times for moisture
• Avoid overwatering

Best Management Practices

Integrated Pest Management (IPM)
• Monitor for pests
• Positively identify the cause of the problem
• Determine if and how much control is needed
• Consider a variety of control methods
• Choose a control strategy
• Correctly implement in a timely manner
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• Growing your own 
“Edibles” is:

• Gratifying
• Healthy
• Rewarding

Summary

Questions?

Thanks!
DISCLAIMER

Many other products exist. Mention of a 
company's name/product is not intended to be 

an endorsement or a preference over other 
products.
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