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Growing Vegetables in Containers 

–the Balcony Farm is Here! 
 

 
Growing vegetables in containers can be just as easy as growing vegetables in soil, 

 
if you know how to work around the limitations of container gardening. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A container vegetable garden has many advantages: 

 

Convenience - Container vegetable gardens are right outside your door, just footsteps away. 

 
Need a few leaves of spinach or lettuce for a salad or a sandwich? Slip out your door, and clip them right off 
the plant. Need a little basil, thyme, or oregano for a pasta dish? Skip the trip to the store, walk a few steps, and 
pinch off whatever you need. 

 
Freshness - You can’t get any fresher than right off the plant. When growing vegetables in pots or window 
boxes, you can harvest leafy vegetables as needed. If you’re growing tomatoes in containers, you can wait till 
the tomatoes are falling-off-the-vine ripe, for a treat you can’t even find in farmers markets. Once you’ve 
decided which container gardening vegetables you’d like to grow, the next step is picking varieties. 
 
 
 

 

A Few General Rules for Selecting Container Gardening Vegetables 

 

Some vegetables, like leafy greens, are ideally suited to growing in containers. Lettuce can thrive in as little 
as 3” of soil, in a rich organic container garden soil. It will do slightly better in 6” (15cm) of potting soil, but 
there’s little difference between lettuce plants grown in 6” (15cm) of soil and lettuces grown in 24” (60cm) of 
soil. 

 
Spinach, Asian greens, and European greens are all well-adapted as container gardening vegetables. With 
leafy greens, you don’t have to be too picky about varieties: Any and all varieties will work. 

 
Larger plants have larger root systems, and have to be grown in bigger pots with more soil to 
accommodate them. 
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As long as they have enough soil volume, peppers, chiles, eggplants, tomatoes, and cucumbers make 
excellent container gardening vegetables. They thrive in 5-gallon (27cm) or 7-gallon (35cm) pots. 

 

Squash, melons, and indeterminate (vining) tomatoes are trickier. These heavy feeders need really large 
containers—24” (60cm) deep wooden boxes, 10-15-gallon tree pots or Smart Pots, or wooden half-barrels. 

 

Even with a rich organic potting mix and this huge soil volume, there’s not much point in trying to grow 
pumpkins, watermelons, or larger winter squash varieties in containers. You’ll get a plant that takes over 
half your balcony, and gives you 3-4 small fruit. You could grow corn in a pot, but why? 

 

On a balcony farm where space is limited, you can’t have any space hogs. 

 

For squash and melons, choose small-fruited, compact bush varieties. 

 

Bush varieties have been bred to produce vegetables on short, sturdy plants—exactly what you want in a 
container vegetable garden. 

 

Small-fruited, early varieties are usually better container gardening vegetables than larger-fruited varieties. 

 

In the restricted root-zone of a container, large-fruited varieties will produce only a few fruit, even in a 
rich potting mix. 

 

For example, if you’re growing tomatoes in pots, don’t waste your time trying to grow large, beefsteak 
tomatoes—unless you’re growing them in a huge pot. Instead, choose bush varieties like ‘Patio’ or ‘Balcony’, 
cherry tomatoes like ‘Sweet 100’ or ‘Sungold’, or salad tomatoes like ‘Early Girl’, ‘Carmello’, or ‘Jewel 
Enchantment’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fogey Ergonomics When you’re growing vegetables in containers, there’s less bending and 
stooping than in a conventional garden. 

 

Whether you’re harvesting leaves for a salad, mixing soils, or planting seedlings, everything is accomplished 
with small movements from the waist, within the natural reach of your arms. 

 

A potted vegetable garden can be boosted up on plant stands or benches to make the pots more accessible—and 
add vertical flair to your balcony farm. 

 

Whether you’re harvesting leaves for a salad, mixing soils, or planting seedlings, everything is accomplished 
with small movements from the waist, within the natural reach of your arms. 

 

A potted vegetable garden can be boosted up on plant stands or benches to make the pots more accessible—and 
add vertical flair to your balcony farm. 
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Containers for container gardening can be made from wood, clay, glass, plastic, concrete, or metal. Any vessel 
that allows excess water to drain through and doesn’t leach toxins into the soil will work, but each material 
has advantages and disadvantages. 

 

Wooden Planters, Window Boxes and Half Barrels 

 

Wooden planter boxes are among the best choices for growing vegetables in containers. They’re attractive, 
they come in all sizes, and they’re durable, widely available, and relatively cheap. 

 

Wood doesn’t heat up as much as plastic or ceramic pots, so wooden planters work well on hot balconies 
or decks. They’re heavier than plastic, but lighter than ceramics. Their rectangular or square shape also 
helps retain soil moisture. 

 

Vegetables grown in wooden planters are often healthier than vegetables grown in pots of the same depth. Their 
roots stay cooler and have room to spread through the whole box, even if they’re competing with other plants. 

 

The biggest advantage of wooden planter boxes and half-barrels—their large soil volume—is also their 
biggest disadvantage. 

 

Wooden planter boxes range from 4” (10cm) deep to a whopping 24” (60cm) deep. Four-inch (10cm)-
deep boxes aren’t much better than shallow pots—they dry out way too quickly. Don’t buy a window box 
that’s shallower than 6” (15cm). 

 

Salads and green leafy vegetables thrive in an 8-12” (20-30cm) deep planter box, but 12” (30cm) is the 
minimum size for bush varieties of tomatoes, green beans, peppers, chilies, and cucumbers, and for large 
herbs like basil and oregano. 

 

Wooden Half Barrels 

 

Half Barrels from wine or whiskey production are often available from garden centers. These large vessels are 
an excellent choice for growing vegetables in containers. Tomatoes, green beans, peppers, squash, cantaloupe, 
and cucumbers grow well in the ample root zone of a half barrel. 

 

The downside of wooden planter boxes and half barrels is their bulk and weight. They take up a lot of space on 
balconies and decks, and can weigh upwards of 250 lbs (113kg) when filled with potting soil and plants. 

 

Place them exactly where you want them—before you fill them with potting soil and plant. Once they’re 
full, you won’t want to move them. 

 

Plastic Pots - are cheap, lightweight, and widely available in myriad shapes, colors, and sizes. The 

main disadvantage of most plastic pots is that the sides heat up too much, and the potting mix dries 

and pulls away from the sides of the pot. Instead of filtering through the potting mix when you water, 

the water rushes down through the gap between the potting mix and the pot, and immediately 

drains out the holes in the bottom of the pot. 

 

The roots of the plant are barely moistened. Double-walled plastic pots can reduce this problem. 

 

Terra Cotta Pots - are classic containers for container gardening. They have a wonderful soft glow in the 
late afternoon, and radiate warmth at the end of the day when evenings are cool. They’re available in many 
shapes and sizes, at good prices. 
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Gardeners feel a kinship to these baked earth beauties. But terra cotta pots also have several disadvantages. 
First, they’re heavy. A 5-gallon (27cm) ceramic pot can weigh 30 lbs (14kg), without potting mix or plants. 
Add wet potting mix and plants, and they can weigh 70-80 lbs (30-36kg). 

 

Terra cotta also tends to draw moisture from the potting mix, so more frequent watering is required. Finally, 
salts may leach through the pots, giving them a white discoloration. In spite of all these issues, I still love 
them and use them. 

 

Glazed Ceramic Pots - Like terra cotta pots, glazed ceramic pots are heavy, but they’re a better choice 
for growing vegetables in containers because they don’t wick moisture from the potting mix or become 
stained by leached salts. Glazed ceramic pots have a much wider color pallet and more visual interest. 
 

 

Smart Pots -are light-weight fabric pots that are great for balcony farmers. They’re cylindrical pots that 
come in multiple sizes, and have many advantages: 

 

 Cylindrical shape maximizes moist soil volume, minimizes watering.
 Smart Pots dissipate heat, instead of collecting it. Roots never “cook”.
 Porous fiber “air-prunes” roots, creating a fibrous root structure that leads to healthier plants than 

the coiled root structure often found in other pots.
 Smart Pots don’t need drain rocks in the bottom.
 They’re lightweight and collapsible—the perfect container for renters and nomadic gardeners.

 

Found and Scrounged Containers - Found and scrounged containers are a good target for urban 
foragers interested in repurposing urban and suburban waste, as well as growing vegetables in containers. 

 

Old wheelbarrows, re-purposed aquariums, wooden wine boxes…almost anything can be made into a container for 
growing vegetables. Just make sure nothing toxic was stored in it and there’s no peeling paint. Rust is okay. 

Be sure to drill holes in the bottom for drainage. 

 

Drainage 

 

Poor container gardening drainage is the number one problem in vegetable container gardening. If water 
drains through your container garden soil like a sieve, your vegetables dry out too quickly, and have to be 
watered constantly just to keep them alive. But draining too slowly can be worse. 

 

Vegetables need air around their roots, not just water. They can survive brief periods of flooding, but if the 
roots sit in water continuously, they use up all the oxygen. Air-breathing soil organisms die or go dormant, and 
anaerobic organisms take over. 

 

Then the soil Bad Boys—anaerobic bacteria and pathogenic fungi—feast on the roots of your dying vegetables. 

 

If a potted plant is stunted, weak, or feeble, root rots are the prime suspect, and poor container 
gardening drainage is the likely source of the problem. 
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Fertilizers 

 

Fertilizing container vegetables organically is easy, you just have to build organic soil amendments into 
the container garden soil before you plant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Large, heavy-feeding plants like indeterminate tomatoes and squash will also need supplemental organic fertilizer, 
but for all other container gardening vegetables you can build the fertilizer into the soil from the start. 

 

Organic fertilizers work by “feeding the soil to feed the plants”. Bacteria and fungi multiply to break the 
materials down. They form a water-holding web between the soil particles, and release nutrients for your 
plants slowly, steadily, over the whole growing season. 

 

Most organic soil amendments have both fast-releasing or “labile” nutrients and slow-releasing 

“recalcitrant” nutrients. 

 

Most release nutrients more quickly in summer, when the soil food web is at peak activity, but some 
animal-based or manure-based amendments release nutrients in cooler soil temperatures. 
 
 
 

Organic Soil Amendments for Fertilizing Container Vegetables 

 

Vegetables in pots need the same nutrients that field vegetables need, they just have to get those nutrients within 

the limited root zone of the pot. All vegetables need Nitrogen, Phosphorous, and (K)Potassium, for growth, 
flowering, and fruiting. For why plants need these elements and a wider discussion of organic soil amendments, 
see the Organic Fertilizers page at www.grow-it-organically.com. 

 

Here is an excellent list of amendments you can use. 

 

 1/2 gallon Fresh Worm Castings, with live worms, for some nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium, 
but mainly to speed nutrient cycling—the breakdown of organic materials—in the potting mix.

 1 cup Alfalfa Meal for early-season nitrogen, some phosphorous, and some potassium.
 1/2 cup Feather Meal for mid- late-season nitrogen.
 1/3 cup Greensand for potassium. Greensand also helps hold moisture in potting mixes. Manganese 

dioxide crystals on the grains absorb moisture, but greensand also encourages the growth of 
beneficial fungi in potting mixes, which increases nutrient cycling and water retention in the mix.

 1/4 cup Oyster Shell Flour or Dried, Crushed Eggshells for calcium.
 1 heaping Tbsp Kelp Meal for potassium and trace minerals that boost plant immunity.
 I also inoculated the roots with myccorhizae, symbiotic fungi that help plants assimilate nutrients from 

the soil, much as gut bacteria help humans assimilate nutrients from their food.
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Sound complicated? It’s not, it’s a fairly easy recipe, but it’s a lot of ingredients to keep on hand 
for fertilizing container vegetables in a few pots. 

 

 Fortunately, Dr. Earth Organic Tomato, Vegetable, and Herb Fertilizer is a great organic fertilizer that 
has the same basic ingredients, including mycorrhizae.  

 This is a balanced (5-7-3) blend of fish meal and alfalfa meal for early-season growth, feather meal for 
mid- to- late-season growth, soft rock phosphate and fish bone meal for phosphorous, and kelp meal for 
potassium and boosting plant immunity. It also contains 7 strains of probiotic soil microbes, along with 
ecto- and endo-myccorhizae.

 

Supplemental Organic Fertilizer for the Heaviest Feeders 

 

When growing vegetables in containers, main-crop vegetables will usually require supplemental 
fertilizers. These can be in a liquid form—like diluted fish emulsion, diluted leachate from a worm or 
compost bin, or extracts made from compost, composted manure, or worm castings. 

 

Diluted coffee works well for growing vegetables in containers, especially fruiting vegetables that prefer a 
slightly more acidic soil. The increased acidity frees up more nutrients from the potting mix. 

 

If you’re using fish emulsion—basically pureed fish waste products—follow the recommended application 
rate for vegetables—it’s usually about 1 ounce to a gallon of water. 

 

Leachate from worm bins (the “worm tea” that drains through the castings) is excellent for fertilizing 
container vegetables. Dilute 50-50 with water and pour into the container garden soil. 

 

You can also make extracts of compost, worm castings, or manure for fertilizing container vegetables by 
soaking 1 gallon of organic material in 2 gallons of water for 12-24 hours, then straining off the liquid. 
Apply the liquid to the potting mix. Note: Use within 24 hours or it will go anaerobic and stink. 

 

The solids can be mixed into potting mixes for plants, or added to containers as a top dressing. Top Dressing 
involves applying small amounts of organic soil amendments to the soil surface, cultivating them lightly into 
the soil, mulching, and watering. 
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