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getgrowing 
toronto

More and more people are interested in 
growing their own food and exploring 
ways to create productive gardens at 
home, at schools, in parks — throughout 
our communities. The City of Toronto 
supports these efforts. Growing food in the 
city is an important and effective way to 
create food-friendly neighbourhoods.

This handy guide will provide you with 
everything you need to know to start 
growing food close to home.

a guide to growing food in the city

Home-grown food is delicious, nutritious and inexpensive!
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Why?
•	 Enjoy healthy, delicious, fresh food — right where you live
•	 Save money!
•	 Get exercise that doesn’t feel like exercise
•	 For a little effort you’ll get lots of satisfaction
•	 It’s good — in so many ways — for the environment
•	 It’s fun for kids
•	 It gets you outside in the fresh air
•	 It’s a great way to meet neighbours… and share food, 

growing tips, and stories

Healthy, fresh vegetables at your doorstep!

Where?
•	 Pretty much anywhere: 

in the ground, up a wall, 

in a container, on your 

balcony, in a community 

garden, on a roof…

When?
•	 You can start anytime!How?
•	 Just try it!

What?
•	 Anything you like to eat!



room to grow
Space to grow your own vegetables can be 
found anywhere. Here are some ideas.

Small spaces

Plant low-growing herbs (for example, thyme and oregano) and vegetables that 
don’t take up a lot of room (carrots and radishes), and vegetables that grow 
upward (corn and beans), and you might have space for a few vegetables that 
need more room (such as tomatoes). Plant heavy feeders that require lots of 
nutrients, such as corn, in a spot where a light feeder, such as lettuce, has been 
harvested.
 

TIP: Get the most out of a small space by succession planting. 
After harvesting an early crop like radishes in late spring, plant 
cucumbers in the same spot for a fall harvest.

Bigger spaces

Plant in rows with paths between rows for easy access while watering and 
weeding. 

TIP: Use wood chips on paths to prevent weeds from sprouting.

Spaces in between
Plant a mix of tall-growing vegetables, such as beans and tomatoes, with lower-
growing cucumbers and peppers. Grow berry shrubs in a sunny spot for 
fruit throughout the summer.

TIP: Squashes, melons, cucumbers and pumpkins grow on vines, 
some of which can be trained up walls and fences or allowed to 
sprawl along the ground.
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you can 
grow your 
own food 
even if you 
don’t have 
a yard

On a window ledge 

Long and narrow window boxes are 
perfect for a herb garden filled with 
basil, oregano and parsley or even 
mixed salad greens.

TIP: Simply snip off leaves 
from the outside of the 
plant and they’ll continue to 
grow week after week.

Up a wall 

With strings for support, you can 
grow climbing vegetables — such 
as beans and cucumbers — up the 
sunny side of your house, fence, 
trellis, apartment building or garage.

On a roof 

Flat, accessible roofs are perfect for pots of vegetables and herbs.

TIP: Soil will dry out very quickly on a sunny roof, so be sure to 
water frequently.

In a community garden or allotment garden

Start or join a community garden — or you can rent a plot in one of the City’s 
allotment gardens for a small fee. Call 311 to find a garden near you.

TIP: Talk with your neighbours to learn if others in your community 
are interested in starting a community garden in a local park. To 
find out how to start a community garden, visit the City’s website: 
toronto.ca/parks/engagement/community-gardens.

Through a backyard sharing program

More and more community organizations are starting backyard sharing 
programs, matching up people who have extra gardening space with those 
who are looking for a place to grow food. Contact your local community 
centre to see if there’s a backyard sharing program in your neighbourhood —               
or start one!
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container 
gardens
It’s easy to grow food on 
your balcony or patio. 
Almost anything can be 
reused as a container for growing 
vegetables — try old buckets, barrels, 
bushel baskets or recycling boxes. Use 
pots of different sizes, from large to 
small, to plant a variety of vegetables for 
harvesting from spring to fall.

Good drainage is important for 
container-grown plants, so make 
sure there are drainage holes 
in the containers you use. You 
may need to poke or drill holes in 
some containers.

Container plants dry out faster 
than plants grown in the 
ground. Most container-grown 
vegetables will need water every 
day. 

Mediterranean herbs, such as 
thyme and oregano, are great 
for containers because they can 
tolerate some dryness.

Pots filled with soil can become 
very heavy and hard to lift 
or move. Buy potting soil that 
is lightweight and specially 
formulated for containers. Add 
some compost to the mix. 

Tomatoes are “heavy feeders” 
and require lots of nutrients 
to produce well. If grown in 
pots, be sure to fertilize them 
with compost tea or manure 
tea at least once a week. To 
make these teas, simply place 
equal amounts of compost or 
manure and water in a bucket. 
Let steep for a day. Then use 
the liquid to water plants. You 
can also purchase liquid kelp or 
fish emulsion to fertilize heavy 
feeders.



shady 
characters

•	

You can grow 
vegetables and 
fruit even if your 
space is partly 
shaded.

These food plants do 
well in shady areas:

lettuce
•	
•	
•	
•	
•	
•	
•	

arugula
bok choy
beets
kale
parsnips
spinach
radishes

•	
•	
•	
•	

garlic
peas
parsley
rhubarb
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sun lovers
Some vegetables require 
lots of sun — about 6 
hours a day.

Plants that require lots 

of sun include:

•	 tomatoes

•	 peppers

•	 okra
•	 squash
•	 zucchini

•	 cucumbers

•	 herbs such as basil, 

oregano, thyme



flowers for food
Grow these edible 
flowers as a colourful 
addition to salads. Plant 
them in your vegetable 
patch or in an ornamental 
flower bed.

•	 daylilies
•	 nasturtiums
•	 violets

•	 borage
•	 hyssop
•	 lemon verbena

improve your harvest
Intensive planting, sometimes called “square 
foot gardening”, can maximize production in 
your small space.

TIP: To get more from your space, try intercropping: plant smaller 
vegetables such as radishes and onions under taller plants such as 
corn.

TIP: Quick-growing plants, such as salad greens, baby carrots and 
spinach, can be planted close to longer-maturing plants such as 
onions, corn and parsnips. The fast crops will be ready to harvest 
just when the slow crops are getting bigger and require more 
space.

TIP: As well as being tasty, many vegetables are attractive 
ornamental plants in their own right. The flowers of eggplant and 
okra, for example, will brighten up any garden bed. This is a great 
way to have a garden that is both productive and beautiful.

Fill your garden with your family’s favourite vegetables!

7



getting started
1. The dirt on soil

Your food plants will do best in good soil — that is, soil that is full of nutrients, 
loose rather than compacted, and high in organic matter. The easiest way to 
achieve this is to dig a lot of compost into your garden bed.

TIP: Free compost is available from the City. Call 311 for more 
information.

Great gardens begin with good soil.

Dead leaves, weeds, grass clippings and kitchen scraps 
(except for meat, fish, dairy and oils) can be recycled into 
gardener’s gold — compost. 
Simply layer these materials in a compost bin and, over time, they’ll 
decompose or break down into a crumbly, rich, sweet-smelling compost. Keep 
your compost bin as moist as a well-wrung-out sponge and turn over materials 
(to add air to the pile) regularly. Do not add diseased plants to your compost. 
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Know your soil
Determining the type of soil you have is at your fingertips. Simply scoop up 
a handful of moistened soil and give it a squeeze, forming it into a ball. If it 
holds together in a tight ball, it is high in clay. If it completely breaks apart 
and doesn’t hold its shape, it is high in sand. If it holds together in a loose 
ball but then starts to break apart, it is loam, the ideal garden soil.

Clay soil tends to drain poorly and can become hard and compacted. 
Adding compost will improve clay soils.

Sandy soil doesn’t retain water or nutrients and it dries out quickly. Add lots 
of compost to improve sandy soil.

TIP: Ideal soil consists of a mix of sand, silt and clay. No matter 
what type of soil you have, it can and should be improved by 
regularly adding compost.

All your fruits and 
vegetables need:
•	 good soil

•	 water

•	 sun: some need a lot        
(6 hours a day); others  
will do well in shady 
areas.

To test or not to test 
Toronto Public Health can 
help you determine whether 
or not your soil needs to be 
tested before you start to 
grow your own food. 

For more information, call 311 
or visit toronto.ca/health/
lead/soil_gardening.htm

getting started



2.  Seeds or seedlings?

Starting your plants indoors from seed 
can be a bit more work than buying 
young seedlings, but seeds are cheaper 
and offer more variety. Some seeds, 
such as tomatoes and peppers, need 
to be started indoors in early spring, so 
you’ll need a sunny, warm place, such 
as a south-facing window or a shelving 
unit fitted with grow lights (available 
commercially). Other seeds, such as 
peas, beans and lettuce, can be planted 
directly in the ground in the spring. Of 
course, buying young seedlings and 
planting them in a prepared garden bed is 
an easy way to start a food garden.

TIP: Buy young seedlings in the 
spring. They can be planted in 
the ground as soon as the soil 
warms up and the danger of 
frost has passed.

TIP: Seed-sharing events are 
held throughout the city, usually 
in late February. You’ll be 
amazed at the variety of seeds 
available — including hard to 
find heritage varieties. 

Vegetables grown from heritage 
seeds are prized for their unique 
flavours. Gardeners have saved 
and shared these seeds for 
decades and they are sometimes 
difficult to find commercially. 

For more information 
on seed-sharing 
events, visit the 
Toronto Community 
Garden Network’s website 
at tcgn.ca.
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3. Groundwork

Preparing your garden properly in the spring will save you a lot of effort.

•	 Remove all weeds, being careful to remove the entire root.

•	 Dig in lots of compost or well-rotted manure.

•	 Break up any big clumps of soil.
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No-Fuss New Beds
If you have an area of lawn that you 
want to turn into a vegetable bed, it’s 
easy to dig up the grass and dig in 
compost. But an even easier no-dig 
method is to prepare the bed in the 
fall prior to spring planting. Simply 
cover the area with a layer of 
newspapers (about 10 sheets 
thick), then pile on a layer of 

dead leaves (up to 6 inches 
thick). Add a layer of compost 
to keep the leaves from blowing 
away. Then, sit back and relax. 
Over the fall, winter and early spring, 
the newspapers and leaves will 
decompose enough that you can 
simply plant right through them in late 
spring.

Keep your

seedlings healthy
.

Damping-off is a disease that 
sometimes affects young seedlings. 
Take steps to avoid this disease by:

•	 using a sterile potting soil
•	 leaving space between your seedlings  

to promote air circulation
•	 watering seedlings until they are moist 

but not drenched

getting started



4. Get Growing

Seeds: Read the label on the seed 
packet for information about planting 
depth, spacing and time to plant. Some 
seeds, such as lettuce and carrots, are 
tiny and should be scattered on the soil 
surface with only a very thin layer of soil 
covering them. Other seeds, like peas 
and beans, need to be planted deeper. All 
need to be watered gently after planting.

Seedlings: Dig a hole that’s slightly 
bigger than the pot the seedling is 
growing in. Gently sprinkle water into the 
hole, then plant the seedling, making sure 
that the plant is at the same depth as it 
was when growing in the pot. Carefully 
but firmly press the soil around the 
seedling, then water well.

TIP: Sow seeds of lettuces 
and other salad greens 
thickly. As they sprout and 
need to be thinned out, 
you can harvest young 
leaves for eating.
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Much Mulch
Mulch is any material 
you place on top of the 
soil around your plants 
to conserve soil moisture, 
suppress weeds and 
moderate soil temperatures. 
Organic materials such as 
dead leaves, grass clippings, 
shredded bark, compost 
and wood chips make great 
mulches. And, as they break 
down, they’ll enrich the soil. 
Apply mulch around young 
seedlings — but not touching 
their stems — in early summer 
when the soil is warm and  
           young plants are  
          at least 3 inches  
           high.

Raised Beds
Raised beds are areas where the soil is higher than in the rest of the garden. 
They’re usually enclosed with wooden boards on all sides, with paths between 
each raised bed. Gardening in raised beds has many advantages including that 
the soil warms up faster and drains better. If each raised bed is roughly 4 feet 
wide, you’ll be able to reach into the middle of the bed from the path, without 
compacting the soil in the bed. You can build your raised bed from reused lumber 
(avoid treated wood), concrete blocks or bricks. Fill in the beds with fresh soil and 
compost, and rake until level.
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5. Thirsty Plants

Most fruits and vegetables need regular watering — every day in dry, hot 
weather, less during wet spells. Young plants are especially vulnerable to 
drying out. Check your soil — if it feels dry a couple of inches down, give 
your plants a long drink. Use a watering can to direct water to the soil at 
the base of your plants. Or, if you have a large garden, you may want to 
install a soaker hose or drip irrigation, available at nurseries.

TIP:  Water the root zone of plants, not the leaves. Wet leaves 
may promote fungal diseases.

TIP: Remember that container-grown plants 
dry out faster than plants in the ground. You’ll need to water 
them every day.

TIP: Attach a rain barrel to your downspout 
to collect all that precious water draining 
off your roof. Plants love fresh water!

TIP: Water in the 
morning before the sun 
is out in full force, or in 
the early evening. That 
way, you’ll reduce the 
amount of water lost to 
evaporation.

Success Through Succession
Succession planting involves sowing seeds or 
planting seedlings over time rather than all at once. 
This means that you’ll have food to harvest over a longer 
period. For example, sow lettuce seeds continuously — once 
a week, say — over the spring and early summer, and again in late 
summer for a fall harvest. Good veggies for succession planting 
include those that mature relatively quickly, such as radishes, lettuce, 
chard and beans.



maintenance
Good Bugs: Lots of insects are 
beneficial to your garden. Some, like 
lady beetles, eat other insects, such 
as aphids. Others, such as bees and 
butterflies, are crucial pollinators, 
ensuring good fruit production. Don’t 
assume that all bugs are bad! To attract 
beneficial insects, create a habitat 
garden with a diversity of native plants, 
nectar-producing flowers, fruiting 
shrubs, and trees.

Organic Fertilizers: Homemade 
compost is one of the best ways to 
improve your soil — and it’s free! Many 
vegetable plants benefit from an extra 
boost of nutrients in the soil. Good 
sources of organic fertilizers, available at 
nurseries, include:

•	 well-rotted manure
•	 blood meal and bone meal
•	 fish emulsion
•	 seaweed
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Organic Pest 
Control Recipes
Many pests can be 
controlled with easy-to-make, 
all-purpose organic pest control 
solutions mixed in a spray bottle:

•	 Spray your plants with a 
mixture of crushed garlic 
and water (1 part garlic   
to 5 parts water)

•	 Mix 1 part 
biodegradable 
liquid soap to 
4 parts water 
and spray lightly 
on plants with 
unwanted pests.

TIP: Inexpensive backyard 

composters are available from 

the City of Toronto. 

To find out where to purchase 

a composter, call 311 or order 

a bin online at 

toronto.ca/compost.
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weeding
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TIP:  Dig out weeds when they are young and before they go to 
seed.

TIP:  Most weeds are easier to pull out after a rainfall, when the 
soil is moist.

•	 mallow

Rotate your plants yearly for a healthy garden.

Eat Your Weeds
Many weeds are edible, delicious  and they’re free. So instead of         tossing them in the compost bin,  add them to dinner:
•	 dandelion 
•	 garlic mustard
•	 plantain
•	 burdock
•	 chicory
•	 purslane
•	 amaranth

•	 lambsquarters

Move it!
To reduce pest infestations and disease, rotate 
your crops. That is, plant them in a different 
spot in your garden each year. 

Good Buddies
Companion plants are plants that grow 
well together and benefit each other in 
some way. For example, marigolds are 
great to grow near tomatoes as the 
scent of marigolds repels pests. 



To extend your harvest into fall, you 
must protect your plants from frost. 
Here are a few tricks that will help 
lengthen your growing season:

•	 Cover plants with clear plastic sheets 
suspended above crops with plastic 
or wire hoops. The plastic should be 
lifted off during warm, sunny days,             
then replaced at night.

•	 Build a simple cold frame                    
using old, salvaged windows.

•	 Cover your plants with a                         
floating row cover (white fabric                           
or fine netting) on cold nights.

  

extending the season

Protect you
r

plants for 
a

longer seas
on!

preparing for winter
•	 Remove stalks and dead foliage. Chop them 

up and put them in your compost bin. Place 
any diseased plants or excess dead foliage in 
paper yard-waste bags and put them out at 
the curb on yard-waste collection days.

•	 Dig lots of compost into your garden.

•	 Collect dead leaves and spread them in a 
thick layer over your cleared vegetable bed. 
It’s not necessary to chop them up first —
worms will gradually work the dead leaves into 
the soil.

•	 Have a good long look at your garden, 
and think about what worked well and 
what you’d like to change for next year.                                                                                                                 
Keep notes!
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fabulous 
fruits
Some fruit trees, such as 
cherries, peaches, figs and 
plums, require more care 
than others, such as apples 
and pears. However, you can 
still enjoy home-grown fruit 
from your garden. The 
easiest ones to grow include:

•	 strawberries
•	 raspberries
•	 currants
•	 gooseberries
•	 blackberries

TIP: Apple, cherry and pear trees need to be cross-pollinated to produce fruit. If there isn’t already another tree nearby, plant two trees.

Share your harvest with your friends and neighbours!
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TIP: Grape vines can be trained to grow on fences, arbours and trellises.
TIP: For small city gardens, look for dwarf varieties of fruit trees.



young green thumbs
Kids love to garden! 
Encourage your kids to 
join you in your growing 
adventures. Children love 
playing in the dirt and 
getting them involved 
helps encourage them to 
eat their veggies. Easy-to-
grow food plants for kids 
include: 

•	 peas 
•	 beans 
•	 greens (lettuce,       

kale, etc.)
•	 sunflowers 
•	 pumpkins 
•	 zucchini 
•	 carrots
•	 potatoes
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Tips for gardening with kids, 
courtesy of the City’s Children’s 
Garden Program:

•	 Give kids their own space in your 
garden.

•	 Provide colourful, age-appropriate 
tools (plastic is best for young kids).

•	 Pick unusual and heritage varieties 
(purple carrots, yellow peartomatoes, 
rainbow chard, etc.).

•	 Plant a mix of seeds and seedlings — 
kids like quick results!

•	 Keep tasks fun and not boring — kids 
like watering better than weeding!

•	 Remember, it doesn’t have to be 
perfect — just lots of fun!

For more information on gardening with 
children and the programs available, visit 
the Children’s Garden Program’s website 
at toronto.ca/childrensgardening



connections
These groups will offer advice, assistance and encouragement for your growing 
adventures. Some of these organizations received a Live Green Toronto grant 
to help them expand local food production.

African Food Basket
africanfoodbasket.com

Canadian Organic Growers
cog.ca

Evergreen
evergreen.ca

FoodShare
foodshare.net

Green Thumbs Growing Kids
kidsgrowing.ca

Greenest City
greenestcity.ca

Not Far From the Tree
notfarfromthetree.org

Seeds of Diversity
seeds.ca

The Stop Community Food 
Centre
thestop.org
 
Toronto Balconies Bloom
torontobalconiesbloom.ca

Toronto Community Garden
Network
tcgn.ca

Toronto Master Gardeners
torontomastergardeners.ca

Toronto Urban Growers
torontourbangrowers.org
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Additional resources 
available at:

livegreentoronto.ca

toronto.ca/health/tfpc

For more information on community 
gardens in City parks, please visit:
toronto.ca/communitygardens 

To request an allotment garden 
plot, be placed on a waiting list, or 
get further information on rates and 
availability, call 416-392-8188.
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Here’s a space to keep
 

track of your garden and 

how it’s growing.

Make notes, draw pictures and create a wishlist 

to improve your garden from year to year.








