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Brandon Merchant

•Owner of Southwest Victory Gardens

•Former Certified Pima County Master Gardener

•SmartScape Certified

•Former President of Tucson Organic Gardeners
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Our Philosophy

•Healthy soil encourages healthy 

plants

•Healthy plants require fewer 

pesticides and fertilizers (inputs)

•Garden with our climate not 

against it

•Reduce water usage

•Limit external inputs

•Encourage a natural ecosystem



What is Sustainable Gardening?

• Reducing or Eliminating 
the Use of Inputs

• Focus on improving soil

• Enhancement of entire 
ecosystems

• Reduction of water use

• Working Smarter





Why Garden in Tucson?

• It’s Fun

• Variety

• Year Round

• Healthy

• Community

• Cost



The Challenges

•Learning Curve

•Poor Soil Quality

•Extreme Weather

•Water Scarcity/Quality

•Mother Nature/Bugs

•Maintenance





Spring/Summer Planting Schedule

• Fruit Bearing Crops:

• Early Spring: Jan – Mid-Feb

• Spring: Mid Feb – Mar

• Late Spring: April – Mid-May 

• Summer: Mid-May – June

• Monsoon: July - Aug
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What Does a Garden Need?

•Sun

•Water

•Healthy Soil

•Seeds and Plants

•Garden Buddies

•Love



Location, Location, Location

Requirements:

• 6-8 Hours of direct sunlight

• Water Source

• Protection from Predators

• Afternoon Sun Protection 

• Cool and Warm Season 

Garden locations

• Close to Kitchen





Garden Types: Sunken Beds

In-Ground Sunken Beds:

• Traditional growing 

method for desert.

• Can be lower water use

• Requires more time and 

labor to achieve optimum 

soil structure or tilth.





Garden Types: Raised Beds

Raised Beds:

• Less work than 

sunken beds

• Start with better soil

• Higher initial cost

• Season Extender

• Roots can be an issue







Garden Types: Containers

Containers:

• Less Space

• Less Water

• More Watering

• Limited Selection

• Can be Mobile

• SWC’s







Characteristics of Soil

Desert Soil

• Low Populations of 

Micro-Organisms

• Low in Organic Matter

• Lacks Nutrients

• Compacted

• High Ph

Healthy Soil

• High Population of 

Micro-Organisms

• High in Organic Matter

• No Toxins/Pesticides

• Balanced Nutrients/Ph

• Porous

• Good Tilth/Texture



How to Build Healthy Soils

• Eliminate Synthetic 
Pesticides/Fertilizers

• Encourage the Soil 
Food Web

• Use Compost and 
Compost Teas

• No Till or Low Till

• Use Supplements if 
Needed

• Grow Roots Not Plants



Build the Soil: Sunken Beds

• For New Gardens, Replace 
50% of Native Soil with 
Compost.
– Dig out 1st ft. and set aside
– Dig out 2nd ft. and set aside
– Fill hole with top soil and 

compost 50/50 mix.

• Adds Soil Life
• Improves Tilth and Water 

Holding Capacity
• Balances Ph



Build the Soil Mulch and Cover Crop

• Mulch, Mulch, Mulch

• Wood Chips for Trees 
and Shrubs

• Alfalfa Hay for 
Vegetable Gardens

• Avoid Straw

• Biologic not Geologic





What is Potting Mix?

• Compost

• Coco Coir*

• Perlite 

• Vermiculite 

• Pumice

• Fertilizers

• Amendments



Plant Nutrients

• Compost

• Vermiculite*

• Fertilizers

• Amendments



Aeration and Water Holding Capacity

• Coco Coir

• Perlite

• Pumice

• Other Ingredients



Potting Mix Recipes:

• Seedlings & Small Pots
– 2 parts coco peat
– 1 part compost
– ½ part perlite
– ½ part vermiculite
– Organic fertilizer

• Large Containers
– 1 part coco peat
– 2 parts compost
– ½ part perlite
– ½ part vermiculite
– Organic fertilizer

• Raised Beds
– 5 parts compost
– 4 parts coco fiber
– ½ part perlite
– ½ part vermiculite
– Organic fertilizer

• Root Cuttings

– 1 part coco fiber

– 1 part perlite



Seeds and Plants

• Heirloom, Open 

Pollinated, or Hybrid?

• Fast Maturity Dates

• Smaller Varieties

• Drought Tolerant

•Hybrids can be Helpful

•Use Local Guides

•You’re not in Kansas 

anymore!





Maintenance Issues

• Grow Healthy Plants

• Feed the Soil

• Law of Limiting Factors 

•Summer Insects

• Avoid Pesticides

• Species Specific

• Sun Protection

• 30-40% shade only

• Water Deeply and Infrequently



Reduce your Impact

• Eliminate pesticide use

• Substitute native 

landscapes for lawns 

and other high water 

use plants



Reduce your Impact

XII. ECOLOGICAL INFORMATION:
Do not apply directly to water, or 
to areas where surface water is 
present, or to inter-tidal areas 
below the mean high water mark. 
Do not contaminate water by 
cleaning of equipment or disposal 
of equipment washwaters. This 
product is toxic to bees exposed 
to direct treatment. Do not apply 
this product while bees are 
actively visiting the treatment 
area.



Maintenance Issues

• Grow Healthy Plants

• Feed the Soil

• Law of Limiting Factors 

•Summer Insects

• Avoid Pesticides

• Species Specific

• Sun Protection

• 30-40% shade only

• Water Deeply and Infrequently



Irrigation Resources:



Irrigation Resources:



Garden Planning

• Plan Ahead

• Timed Planting

• Intensive Planting

• Companion Planting

• Crop Rotation

• Plant Diversity

• Native Plants

• Save Seed





Resources

• Community Food Bank 

• Local Nurseries 

• Native Seeds/SEARCH

• Tank’s Green Stuff

• OK Feed & Supply

• ARBICO Organics

• Join a Community Garden!



Thank you!
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