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Root-Riot Urban Garden Network:  
Getting the Most from Your Garden: Soil pH, Fertilizers,  

 
Soil pH:  
You should have some basic understanding of soil pH 
and how it effects plants.  

Each plant has a natural range of pH that it likes to live 
in. Sometimes you can change the soil pH by adding 
soil amendment. But typically is it a better bet to plant 
that will grow in the soil pH you have. 
 
A plant that inherently requires an acid soil (perhaps 5.0), 
may shows signs of abnormal growth in a high ALAKINE soil. 
This may include,  

 stunted growth,  
 abnormal leaf coloration,  
 size or shape,  
 poor root development,   
 smaller or inconsistent fruits,  
 high susceptibility to disease or other aliments 

 
Soil Fertilizers: 
By now you should understand that the soil it the most 
important thing in your garden bed. Without good soil plants 
will not grow, and we will not be able to eat them! 
 
There are three big letters you should have an understanding 
of with Fertilizers.  N    P   K  
 

N = Nitrogen: Feed the leaves and the stem 
P = Phosphorous: Feeds the root and seed 
K = Potassium: Yummy all over 

 
When you buy fertilizer at the store, both organic or inorganic, 
the three numbers are trying to help understand what part of 
the plant you will be feeding. 
 
For Instance: Corn LOVES Nitrogen! And sucks it out of the 
ground at an alarming rate. It is also a plant with  \enormous 
stem and leaves compared to the root. But since it has such 
small roots, those need to be fed as well. So corn fertilizer will 
usually have the first two numbers about the same or the first 
number higher, and less of the third number. So you would 
see number like  17-17-7 and 24-17-7.   
 
Along with the NPK, There 16 other micro elements that 
plants need to grow. Someone has conveniently  come up 
with a way to remember all of them together as (C. HOPKiNS 
CaFe Mg (Mug) 
 
Buying a simple soils test kit at the Garden Center is a fun 
way to learn about you soil and is an interesting way to 
combine science and the outdoors if you have kids. 
 
Remember. There is too much of a good thing. Over fertilizing 
only encourages the plant to use too much energy growing 
and can burn the plant.  
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Different types of vegetable 
plants require varying degrees of 
soil acidity. 
Basically soil pH is a measure of 
the amount of lime (calcium) 
contained in your soil, and the type 
of soil that you have. 
 
Chicago, as well as other urban 
environments are seeing their soil 
pH rise in number and become 
somewhat more Alkaline/Base.  In 
the Chicago-land area, most urban 
environments have a pH of 7.0 or 
higher. This partially because all 
the concrete is made with lime and 
the lime is leaching into the soil. I 
can’t image a reason to ever add 
lime to soil in Chicago. 
 
A soil with a pH lower than 7.0 is an acid 
soil and one with a pH higher than 7.0 is 
alkaline. Most plants have a range that 
they will live in. 
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Plants certainly need a lot of decomposed organic material to grow, 
But along with that, There are about 15 Macro and Mico nutrient that 
they need to produce the leaves, fruit, and stems. Along with the ones 
listed above. Plants also need trace elements of silicon, chloride, 
sodium, copper, zinc, molybdenum. 
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More on Fertilizing 
 
Vegetables like slightly acid soil… thought there is quite a 
range as you can see from the next sheet. 
 
Look for Deficiencies before adding Fertalizer 
N-  Pale leaves that are samll and think purple veins, 

yellowing stems (lots of leaves with few blossoms 
indicate and excess.  
Treat with manure and coffee grounds 

 
P-  Stunted growth (Not typically a problem 
K-  Stunted growth, PURPLE tinge, small leaves.  

Treat with ash or seaweed. 
Ca-  Thick, woody stems, yellow upper leaves, weak plants 
Mg  Yellow leaves with a green border.  

(Almost impossible to imagine with urban soils!  
Treat Ca and Mg deficiencies with limestone and  
Epsom salts.) 

 
Organic and Inorganic fertilizers: 
This could be a class in and of itself. One of the best fertilizers 
you can use is the compost you make yourself. The grass, 
leaves, stems, fruits, manure that you add into the compost  
has all the elements of what you need to sustainable manage 
and grow your veggies. Following are a few interesting 
recipes for you to try…. 
 
Worm castings,  Coffee grounds or coffee slurrie (1/2 lb in a 5 
gal. of water blood meal: ¼ cup per plant feather meal and 
eggshells are all used. 
 
Home-made recipes:  

2-5-2 
2 parts coffee grounds 
1 part manure 
1 part bone meal 
 
4-5-4 
2 parts dried blood 
1 part phosphate rock 
4 parts wood ash 
 
 

Vegetable Optimal pH 
Artichoke(globe) 5.6-6.6 
Asparagus 6.0-7.0 
Avocado 6.0-7.0 
Beans 6.0-7.0 
Beet 5.6-6.6 
Broccoli 6.0-7.0 
Brussels sprouts 6.0-7.0 
Cabbage 5.6-6.6 
Cantaloupe 6.0-7.0 
Carrot 5.0-6.0 
Catnip 5.0-6.0 

Cauliflower 6.0-7.0 
Celery 6.0-7.0 
Chard 6.0-7.0 
Chili pepper 5.0-6.0 
Chives 5.0-6.0 
Cucumber 5.0-6.0 
Dill 5.0-6.0 
Eggplant 5.0-6.0 
Garlic 5.0-6.0 
Gourds 5.0-6.0 
Kiwi 5.0-7.0 
Leek 5.0-6.0 
Lettuce 6.0-7.0 
Mint 6.0-7.0 
Mushroom 7.0-8.0 
Vegetable Optimal pH 
Okra 6.0-8.0 
Onions 6.2-6.8 
Parsley 6.0-8.0 
Parsnip 5.0-7.0 
Peas 5.6-6.6 
Peanuts 5.0-6.0 
Peppers 6.0-8.0 
Potato 5.8-6.5 
Pumpkins 5.0-7.0 
Radish 6.0-7.0 
Raspberry 6.0-6.5 
Rhubarb 5.0-7.0 
Rutabaga 5.0-7.0 
Shallots 5.0-7.0 
Spinach 5.0-7.0 
Squash 6.0-7.0 
Strawberries 6.0-7.0 
Sunflowers 6.0-7.0 
Sweet corn 6.0-7.0 
Sweet potatoes 5.0-7.0 
Swiss chard 6.0-7.0 
Tobacco 5.0-7.0 
Tomato 5.0-7.0 
Turnip 5.0-7.0 
Yam 6.0-8.0 
Zucchini 6.0-7.0 

 
 

 


