
Webinar with Mandy Sandbach 

Learn how to start growing your own food.  

From what soil to use to  

how you should start your seeds. 

 

Mandy follows a practice of permaculture - looking to nature for permanent connected design 

work, stopping and observing our environment before acting on it. 

 

When growing your garden, make sure to stop and gather information before, during and after. 

 Consider – where you’re growing, (composition of the soil) 

- why you’re growing, (food, decorative, retaining) 

- who’s accessing the food, (you, family, community) 

- what kinds of food are you growing, (are they foods that you’d actually want to eat?) 

- what is the weather like, (will you need to water frequently because it doesn’t rain 

much?)  

- what animals are around (can they get into your garden and eat the food)  

- and how it all ties together. 

 

Garden spaces should have several different lines of redundancy that ensures that we retain the 

most amount of water, have the healthiest, most alive soil, and that uses local resources. 

 

Basic techniques 

Soil – the most important part about growing food 

- get to know the type of soil that you’re dealing with 

- see if there are little bugs, worms, critters present in the soil 

- if your soil is healthy it will retain water more easily and there will be better mineral 

transfer between it and your plants (this equals less disease and healthier plants) 

Water – we live in a semi arid area, so even though we have the illusion of having as much 

water as we want, it’s best to capture water when possible and conserve its use 

- be aware of the kinds of plants that need a lot of water – choose varieties that can grow 

with less water 

Plants – it may be a good idea to enroll in a gardening class (Interfaith Food Bank often has 

free or low-cost classes) or find a mentor that can help you pick the best kinds of plants to grow 

- where you’re planting (garden box vs container vs ground) is important 

- even with all of the factors, make sure that you try new things and play with your 

garden. Gardening takes practice and isn’t a specific science. 

- Take count of the foods that you like and what you’d be willing to eat. Take that into 

consideration when picking the plants that you’re going to grow (don’t grow what 

you’re not excited to eat) 

- Certain plants are heavy feeders and need more nutrients, so if you’re looking for 

easier things to grow, pick plants that don’t need a lot of input other than water. Greens 

are included in this: lettuce, spinach, kale. Root crops: carrots, beets, parsnips (make 

sure to thin them once they sprout so that you get good sized veggies). Tomatoes are the 

most popular but they’re really hard to grow and nurture.  

 

 



 

Q & A Section 

What steps would you take to set up a brand new container or box for growing fruits and 

vegetables? 

- Is it an open or closed bottom box? We want to mimic natural ecosystems as much as 

we can, so if it’s a closed bottom box, we’ll want to make sure to top it up and put 

healthy, alive soil in it. Many of the soils that you buy have been heated up and all of 

the microbiology in it has been killed.  

- We need higher volume of carbon content like peet moss or coconut coir in boxes 

because they expand out and hold moisture to keep the soil moist.  

- Don’t fill the container all the way to the top with soil 

- Be mindful of what kind of material you’re growing in: plastic pots degrade over time, 

they also heat up really hot in the sun and can’t hold heat properly so they shift from hot 

to cold very quickly. Pots and clay containers hold heat more and radiate it so they don’t 

fluctuate in temperature nearly as much as plastic.  

 

What are some of the best plants to grow in containers? 

- Wild plants don’t typically like to be in containers but short rooted plants do. 

- Beets and carrots grow well in pots. Onions, chives, and herbs, radishes, any greens, 

squash (as long as they are trellised), smaller varieties of tomatoes (as long as you water 

them enough), strawberries. 

 

How do you find good seeds to purchase? 

- Work with what you have but if you’re buying new seeds these specifications may help: 

heirloom, open-pollinated, organic 

o Open pollinated seeds stay true to form and you can save the seeds from your 

harvest to plant again next year 

o Heirloom seeds are tried and true, regional specific seeds that have been saved 

for hundreds of years and will stay true to form 

- Once you have a trusted seed source, you don’t have to worry about looking at the 

labels since the seller does the work – West Coast Seeds and Wild Rose Heritage 

Seeds are both good sources 

o Primrose Lane Farm, Lethbridge Seed Swap FB group, Vesey Seeds 

- Buy seeds locally because local seeds are meant for the local climate and local pests 

 

Do I need to start seeds indoors before putting them out? Particularly for easy growing greens? 

- Normally no, but you can break your own rules sometimes. This also depends on the 

plants. Several plants are fine with being put outdoors early (cold loving vegetables – 

mustard greens, carrots, onions, beets) and some like peas even need cold soil to 

germinate.   

- Lethbridge gets about 120 days of growth, so if your plants need more time than that, 

it’s a good idea to start them indoors and transplant them. Make sure to transplant 

them when they’re still small (around when they’re in their second set of leaves) so 

that you don’t shock them with the change and kill them. 

- Most seeds need to be started between March and the end of May 

https://www.westcoastseeds.com/
https://www.wildroseheritageseed.com/
https://www.wildroseheritageseed.com/
https://primroselanefarm.ca/shop
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1479809795565057/?multi_permalinks=2556214771257882&comment_id=2557441151135244&notif_id=1588014895061678&notif_t=feedback_reaction_generic
https://www.veseys.com/


- West Coast Seeds has a great Transplant Chart so count backward – Alberta needs two 

more weeks than BC  

What are some of your tips for building good soil? 

- You want as biologically rich and alive soil as you can get (this includes bugs and 

worms and other critters) 

- Healthy soils are about the life in it, so we want to keep adding components that add to 

that life.  

o Every year, Mandy adds 2-3 inches of compost 

o Don’t till your soil. It tears up all of the highways and systems that have 

been established and forces them to start all over again 

▪ Use a broad fork to lift the soil and aerate it a bit, but don’t chew it 

up 

o When soil is rototilled it creates a hard layer under the till soil that is 

impenetrable for roots and restricts their growth 

o Adding straw and shredded leaves is helpful because it is carbon matter 

that has a lot of surface areas for good bacteria to grow and help your soil 

o Add mulch to your soil or a cover crop to keep it covered!  

▪ Worst things you can do to soil is step on it, compact it, and 

leave it bare. – cover it with something! 

• It’s like skin, it gets burned and looses a lot more water when it 

is kept bare. 

 

What’s your favorite garden tool? 

- Broad fork – something with tines to lift up the soil and aerate it when you 

add compost to it 

 

 

https://1rxbfb2hflyo2jt6jd3f6sjr-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/SM401_Planting-Chart-South-Prairies.pdf

