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Soil amendments are organic or 
mineral materials that are added to 
the soil, such as: 
 

• Compost—commercial compost 
can contain unknown impurities: 
it’s best to make your own. 

• Wood chips—high carbon 
content, requires nitrogen to 
break down, great mulch and 
soil conditioner 

• Bone meal—good source of 
phosphorus/phosphate 

• Green sand—high in 
potassium/potash 

• Blood meal—high nitrogen 
content 

• Gypsum—decreases sodium (Na), increases calcium (Ca)   
• Wood ash—highly alkaline 

 
But first, a gardener needs to understand the overall soil 
conditions: 
 

• Moisture 
• Drainage 
• Oxygen 
• Temperature 
• pH 
• Slope 
• Texture—the overall size and amounts of clay, silt, and 

sand granules 
• Structure—the way in which sand, silt, clay, and humus 

bond together 



• Current overall fertility of the soil  
 
These naturally occurring soil conditions, as well as soil 
management practices— such as adding organic matter, proper 
tilling/digging, and crop rotation—are more crucial to the 
sustainability of your soil than adding commercial products. A 
sustainable soil is one that maintains a healthy ecosystem over 
time, which is to say that the soil should be as healthy or 
healthier after a crop of plants are grown and not be depleted 
or destroyed in any way.  
 
Soil is a complex chemistry lab of various ingredients. Too 
much or too little of one small ingredient or gardening 
management practice can throw off the health of the soil. No 
amount of fertilizer can make up for poor soil texture or an out-
of-balance pH. For example, overtilling the soil can create a 
hardpan layer, which is a layer of clay just below where the 
tiller tines reach. Tilling too frequently increases the hardpan, 
which decreases drainage. Good drainage is very important for 
healthy growth of most plants. The increase of water and 
decrease of oxygen around the plant roots can create a 
detrimental chain of effects by decreasing the vigor and 
increasing the vulnerability of the plant to insect and disease 
problems. Therefore, if you have insect or disease problems, 
chemicals will treat only the symptoms, not the cause. Without 
any change in any factor other than improving drainage, your 
garden will see an increase in plant health. 
 
Double digging is a good way to increase drainage in small 
planting areas. This is done by digging out a section of soil and 
placing the soil to the side, then loosening the subsoil and 
adding some compost. Then you dig out the soil in an area next 
to the hole, put that soil into the first hole, loosen the subsoil, 
and add compost in this new spot. Continue this process until 
your whole garden bed has been loosened and amended. 
Remember not to dig in soil that is too wet. You can tell if your 
soil is too wet if you can squeeze a handful of soil and water 
drips out. Tilling or digging in very wet soil destroys the 
structure of the soil. 
 
Most organic/alternative soil additives are expensive, so—as 
with all products— remember the saying, “Caveat emptor” 
(“Buyer beware”). Many soil amendment products are not 
regulated or controlled, so the claims might be less than 



accurate. The best amendment you can add is your own hands. 
Create your own compost, keep your soil mulched, and avoid 
chemicals. Your garden is your personal laboratory with its 
own unique ecosystem. Feed your soil healthy ingredients and 
treat it gently, and it will provide a healthy environment for 
plants to grow.  
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