
?

URBAN AGRICULTUREURBAN AGRICULTURE

1  PURDUE EXTENSION

What do urban gardeners need to know about 
their soil? 

INTRODUCTION

Communities across the country are turning to 
urban gardening to increase citizens’ access to 
produce that is fresh, healthy, nutritious, and eco-
nomical. Community gardens provide many other 
benefits. They increase activity levels for a health-
ier lifestyle, grow community pride, and nurture 
social interactions and cooperation among neigh-
bors. Community gardens may be developed 
along roads, in parks, or on abandoned property. 
A garden on abandoned land can become a new 
community asset by improving the look of a 
neighborhood and potentially increasing nearby 
property values. 

Urban gardeners need to be particularly careful 
to check for soil contaminants before they start. 
Some sites proposed for urban gardens could have 
once been home to industrial and commercial op-
erations, which can leave behind contamination 
that makes produce grown there dangerous to eat. 
You will learn more about urban agriculture by 
completing this activity. 

TOOL KIT 

o Publication, Reusing Potentially Contami-
nated Landscapes: Growing Gardens in Urban 
Soils, The Environmental Protection Agency, 
EPA/542/F-10/011

     1. Skim (read quickly, focusing on  
      titles and lists) the EPA article  
      Reusing Potentially Contaminated 
Landscapes: Growing Gardens in Urban Soils.

2. Answer the questions on the Urban Agriculture  
 Worksheet.

     Share What Happened: How  
     many of the nine Best Practices to  
     reduce your chances of coming into 
contact with potential contaminants can you 
name?

Apply: What do urban gardeners need to be 
aware of that rural gardeners (or farmers) don’t 
need to worry about?

Generalize to Your Life: Why should everyone 
understand how soils become contaminated?

DO
IT

Cha
t

     DIG DEEPER 

	 	 	 	 	 •	 Read	Reusing	Potentially	
      Contaminated Landscapes: 
 Growing Gardens in Urban Soils, EPA/542
 /F-10/011.
•	 See	the	Urban	Agriculture	Toolkit	for	in-
 structions for starting an urban garden,   
 USDA, February 2016.
•	 Read	Brownfields	and	Urban	Agriculture:			
 Interim Guidelines for Safe Gardening 
 Practices, EPA 560/S-11/001, Summer 2011,  
 www.epa.gov/brownfields

http://www.epa.gov/brownfields
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URBAN AGRICULTURE WORKSHEET

1. Compete the following sentences: Gardeners commonly test soil for  and
 . Communities that are interested in gardening on a site that might  
 be contaminated should also consider  and test the soil accordingly  
 for .

2. Complete this sentence to describe the benefits of urban gardening. Community gardens   
 provide many benefits, including  by increasing activity levels,   
 , , and nurturing   
  among people.

3. Complete the sentences below that describe soil nutrients. 
	 •	 Mineral	nutrients	such	as	 , ,  
  ( ) and  can occur naturally in the soil, but often need to be 
  applied to maintain a healthy balance.
	 •	 The	  of soil determine how well nutrients are available to plants.
	 •	 Soil	  affects the amounts and types of nutrients available to plants through  
	 	 their	roots.	The	pH	scale	goes	from	  to ;	a	pH	of	  is neutral.

4. A formal environmental assessment should be completed before urban schools or communi- 
 ties begin gardening in potentially contaminated soil. Which of the following activities are   
 considered Phase I assessment, and which describe Phase II assessment?
	 •	 Interviews	with	neighbors	and	site	owners,	if	possible	(circle	one)	Phase	I	/	Phase	II
	 •	 Location	of	impacted	areas	(circle	one)	Phase	I	/	Phase	II	
	 •	 Review	of	the	historical	site	uses	by	a	trained	environmental	professional	(circle	one)	
	 	 Phase	I	/	Phase	II	
	 •	 Sampling	for	contaminants	(circle	one)	Phase	I	/	Phase	II
	 •	 Visual	site	inspection	(circle	one)	Phase	I	/	Phase	II

5. What are the two pathways through which people can come into contact with soil contaminants  
 when gardening? 
	 The	  pathway
	 The	  pathway

6. Four techniques are commonly used to eliminate exposure to soil contaminants. Complete  
 the sentences below to list these techniques. 
	 •	 Build	 .
	 •	 Use	  to stabilize contaminants in soil.
	 •	 Remove	all	  and replace it with .
	 •	 Use	 , which use plants to extract, degrade, contain, or immobilize  
  contaminants in soil.

7.	 The	article	explains	nine	Best	Practices	to	reduce	your	chances	of	coming	into	contact	with		
 potential contaminants. Complete the sentences below to list them.
	 •	 Locate	gardens	away	from	  with heavy traffic.
	 •	 Use	a	thick	layer	of	organic	material	such	as	 . Place   
  between ground soil and new, clean soil.
	 •	 Watch	over	small	children	to	stop	them	from	  through hand-to-mouth play.
	 •	  immediately after gardening and before  to avoid 
  accidentally eating soil.
	 •	 Wear	  as a barrier between your hands and the soil.
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URBAN AGRICULTURE WORKSHEET (continued)
 
	 •	 Throw	away	the of greens, especially from the bottom of plants, . 
	 •	 Wash	produce	using	 .
	 •	 Avoid	bringing	contaminated	soil	into	the	home	by:
  – Cleaning  before bringing them indoors.
  – Putting highly soiled clothes in  before bringing them indoors  
   and washing them promptly in a .
  – Washing off excess dirt from crops, especially   ,  
   before bringing them indoors.
	 •	 Peel	vegetables,	especially	 , which are in direct contact with soil.

8.	Match	the	contaminants	you	would	expect	to	find	on	properties	used	in	certain	ways.	Write		
	 the	corresponding	number	(for	previous	site	uses)	or	letter	(for	contaminants).	Use	each	letter		
 or number only once.

Previous site uses
1. Coal-fired power plants; landfills

2. Copper and zinc salts added to animal feed

3.	Gas	stations;	residential/commercial/industrial	
    uses where aboveground or underground 
				storage	tanks	have	been	located)

4.	Landfill	operations

5.	Lumber-treatment	facilities

6.	Near	heavily	trafficked	roadways	or	highways;	
    near roadways built when leaded fuel was 
    used

7. Old residential buildings; mining; leather 
   tanning; landfill operations

8.	Sewage	treatment	plants;	agriculture

9. Widespread pesticide use, formulation, 
				packaging,	and	shipping

Contaminants
A. Arsenic, chromium, copper

B.		Cadmium,	copper,	zinc,	lead,	persistent	bio-
					accumulative	toxins	(PBTs)

C. Copper, zinc

D.	Lead

E.		Lead,	arsenic,	mercury,	chlordane,	and	other	
     chlorinated pesticides

F.		Lead,	zinc,	polycyclic	aromatic	hydrocarbons	
					(PAHs)

G.		Metals	and	cyanides

H.	Molybdenum,	sulfur

I.		PAHs,	benzene,	toluene,	xylene,	ethyl	benzene

J.			PAHs,	dioxins

K.		PAHs,	petroleum	products,	solvents,	lead,	
    other heavy metals (such as arsenic, cadmium, 
    chromium, lead, mercury, and zinc)

L.		Stoddard	solvent	and	tetrachloroethene

General source Previous site uses 
(1-9)

Contaminants (A–L)

Burning	wastes

Coal ash

Commercial and industrial sites X

Contaminated manure

Dry cleaners X

High-traffic	areas

Metal-finishing	operations X

Paint (before 1978)

Pesticides

Petroleum spills

Sewage	sludge

Treated	lumber
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