
Halifax Urban Soil Guide  

  When you grow food in an urban area, 

the quality of soil is an important factor to think 

about. Urban soils vary greatly in quality from 

one yard to another. Some soils tested in gardens 

around the Halifax peninsula have shown higher 

than recommended concentrations of lead, 

arsenic and zinc. We encourage urban 

gardening, but you may want to be aware of the 

possibility of soil contamination.  

 

Heavy Metals 

 Lead (Pb): Before the early 1990ôs, lead was a 

common component of paint and gasoline, but 

has now been phased out. However, lead can 

stay in the soil a long time ï lead deposited from 

car emissions or paint flakes years ago can still 

be in the soil today, and some homes may still 

have lead-containing paint on the exterior. 

 

Arsenic (As) is a natural component of the 

rocks in Halifax (slate) which can leach into 

soils therefore acting as a contamination source. 

Although arsenic is not likely to enter food it is 

a known ground water contaminant.  

 

Zinc (Zn)  is commonly used on galvanized 

fencing. The zinc coats the steel to prevent 

rusting and it can absorb into organic matter in 

the soil.  

 

These metals all can be harmful to 

your health if ingested. Every person 

ingests some small amounts of 

metals from various sources, 

but it is best to minimize the 

amount you receive.  

Pesticides 

The use of pesticides on lawns and gardens is 

banned in Halifax Regional Municipality. Insecti-

cides generally do not impact plants but they can 

indirectly affect growth if they change the abun-

dance of soil microorganisms. Studies show that 

they decrease amounts of fungi in the soil that low-

ers their ability to benefit plant growth with their 

nitrogen fixing abilities (by up to 60 to 80%)4. 

Recycled grass clippings increase nitrogen, phos-

phorus and potassium content in soils which en-

courages earth worm activities. These elements 

also improve general soil health5.  

There are some known natural insecticide reme-

dies. To discourage the presence of chinch bugs, it 

is recommended the area be covered with a 2% 

soap solution. Chili peppers that are steeped in wa-

ter and sprayed onto plants work as an insecticide. 

Vinegar is a natural weed killer and when applied 

weeds are killed within a few days (but it is non-

selective so it can damage other plants). On lawns, 

road salt is also a natural weed killer6.  

Soil Contamination could 

be potentially avoided by 

planting vegetables in pots 

containing  healthy soil 

from another location.  

These vegeta-

bles are or-

ganically 

grown in an 

urban garden 

located in the 

HRM.  

References 

1. Binns, H.J., et al. Lead Levels of Edibles Grown in 

Contaminated Residential Soils: A Field Survey. Science 

of the Total Environment. Vol. 320. 245-257. 2004 

2. Clark, H.J., et al. Sources, Sinks, and Exposure Path-

ways of Lead in Urban Garden Soil. Journal of Environ-

mental Quality. Vol 35. 2066-2074. 2006 

3. Sterrett, S.B., et al. Influence of fertilizer and sewage 

sludge compost on yield and heavy metal accumulation 

by lettuce grown in urban soils. Environmental Geo-

chemistry and Health. Vol. 18 (4). 135-142. 1996.  

4. Jennifer E. Fox, University of Oregon. Information 

from various emails sent by Helen Jones a member of the 

Pesticide Bylaw Advisory Committee 

5. Grass-cycling and Mulch Mowing (http://halifax.ca/

wrms/grasscycle.html) Halifax Regional Municipality, 

Spons. (Viewed August, 2008. Updated December 18, 

2006).  

6. Clean Nova Scotia, Pesticide Program.  

(http://www.clean.ns.ca) 

Special thanks goes to NSPIRG for funding for this 

project, the garden Halifax network who contributed a 

great deal of information including at home anti pest 

remedies.  A big thanks also goes to those who per-

formed soil tests on their garden to provide us with 

information on the soil in their gar-

dens. Many other individuals and 

organizations also provided their 

knowledge to make this guide possi-

ble. Thank you all!  

Above is the SeeMore Green collective garden located on the 

Dalhousie Campus between Seymour St. and Univsiy Ave.  

http://halifax.ca/wrms/grasscycle.html
http://halifax.ca/wrms/grasscycle.html


 Soil Testing 

If you want to know whether your garden soil 

has unusual levels of heavy metals, you can get a 

soil test. A typical test for metals can cost about 

$60, and can be done by contacting a testing 

laboratory in your area. One place we have had 

good service is ALS Laboratories in Dartmouth, 

Nova Scotia (Phone: 902 481 0017 or Toll Free: 

+1 (800) 668 9878). They send you a container 

and instructions. You take the sample yourself, 

mixing soil from several places in the garden, 

send it to them and they send back the results. 

 

If the results are below the norms for residential 

or agricultural soil, thatôs good news and there is 

no indication of a problem. The Canadian 

Council of Ministers of the Environment 

(CCME) publishes guidelines for soil quality 

(http://ceqg-rcqe.ccme.ca/).  

The soil in this garden in Halifax was tested and 

found to have fairly low concentrations of lead, 

arsenic and zinc, which the gardeners there consider 

acceptable for food production. To help improve the 

soil, they are adding lots of organic material 

(compost and mulch) and some limestone. 

More things to consideré 

Choosing vegetables that can be easily washed or do not 

grow close to the ground are better choices when growing 

in a potentially contaminated soil. The addition of lime-

stone to decrease lead, zinc and cadmium concentrations in 

soil and fertilizers containing phosphates are known to 

decrease zinc, iron, manganese, copper, nickel, cadmium 

and lead levels3. The addition of iron hydroxide and in-

creasing the soilôs total organic matter decreases the mo-

bility of lead in soil2.  

Stuff to think abouté 

Literature states that all garden vegetables can absorb lead 

from the soil to some degree, though usually at lower concen-

tration than in the soil itself. Simple water washing of these 

vegetables may not be sufficient to rid the plant of lead1. 

Plant species were found to have lead concentrations three 

times higher in the roots than in the plant foliage (root con-

centrations were equivalent to ~13% of soil concentrations)2. 

Leafy vegetables (lettuces, swiss chard), herbs (mint) and 

root vegetables (carrots, radish) tend to contain higher lead 

concentrations compared to other vegetables because they are 

close to/in the ground so they have more contact with soil. 

Strawberries also grow close to the ground, and extra wash-

ing of strawberries is difficult because the berries are tender. 

This particular 

garden had rela-

tively high levels 

of lead and arse-

nic in the soil. To 

prevent contami-

nation, the gar-

dener experi-

mented with these 

ógrow bagsô 

which helped 

protect the vege-

tables from soil 

contamination. 

The gardener 

said that spacing was tight in these bags but they worked well for 

harvesting baby greens. These were made simply by placing seeds 

in slit bags 

What can I do if metal concentrations are 

higher than residential guidelines? 

*Avoid eating the soil ï the greatest amount of metal 

ingestion is usually from directly ingesting the soil. 

Either wear gloves or scrub hands after gardening. 

Scrub soil from vegetables ï a light detergent is even 

more effective. Also avoid creating dust clouds in the 

garden. 

 

*Placing straw mulch around plants decreases the 

amount of soil on the plants. 

 

*Add lots of organic matter to the soil ï compost, 

mulch, composted manure, leaves, etc. ï this is good 

for any garden, and also reduces the bioavailability of 

lead (makes it less available for plants to take up). 

 

*Add limestone, phosphorous and/or clay ï All these 

materials decrease the bioavailabilty of lead ï 

especially the lime, which reduces the pH of the soil, 

decreasing metal solubility (lime is also good for most 

crops, except blueberries and potatoes, which like 

acid soil). 

 

*Focus on fruiting plants ï blueberries, apple and 

plum trees have very low metal uptake in fruit, and 

among the veggies, for example, zucchini and 

tomatoes take up less lead than root vegetables 

(carrots, potatoes) or leafy vegetables (lettuce, swiss 

chard). Waxy vegetables like peppers are easy to 

wash. 

 

*If metal contamination is very high, you may want to 

take more drastic measures to avoid 

the contaminated soil, such as 

gardening in raised beds, planters or 

burlap sacks filled with cleaner soil 

from another location. 

 


