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4. How to Make a Trench Bed 
Introduction 

A trench bed is a way to increase soil fertility and water holding in your beds and 

garden. It is an intensive way of providing good soil for vegetables production on 

a small scale. It involves digging a hole and filling it with organic matter, so that 

your bed can be fertile for a long time (around 5 years). 

 

The method 

1. Dig a hole 60cm or deeper. It is usually 

about 1m wide (to provide easy access, 

without having to step on the bed) and can 

be as long as one likes. 

 

2. Separate the topsoil and subsoil in piles 

while you are digging. 

On the right Mandla (in Phuthadjithaba) is digging 
his trench bed and placing the topsoil on one pile 
(darker soil with more organic matter) and the 
subsoil on another (usually lighter soil with little or 
no organic matter). 

If your sub-soil is very in fertile it is not used in 

the trench. Spread this soil around the 

garden to help channel water towards your 

bed. 

 

 

3. Place a layer of tins or branches at 

the bottom of the trench to help with 

aeration and also with supply of some 

nutrients.  

 

The tins need to be squashed before 

putting them in the hole. Make a layer 

of tins about 3 tins deep. If there are no 

tins use thin branches instead. 
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4. Fill the trench with a range of organic materials and top soil .  

- First add dry grass or weeds (about 10 cm deep) 

- Then add manure (about 2 cm deep) 

- Add also some 

wood ash (a thin 

layer, less than 1cm 

deep).  

- Then add a layer of 

sop soil (about 5cm 

deep) 

 Mix these 

layers with a 

fork 

  Stamp them 

down by 

walking on 

them 

 WATER the  

mixture well!  

 Then start the 

process again.  

Above; A trench bed in Phutaditjhaba being filled, mixed and stamped down. Notice the 
mixture of manure, grass and soil. 

 

Right; A trench bed in 
Potshini being filled and 
mixed. Here the top soil 
is being added back into 
the trench Notice the 
yellow subsoil on the one 
side. It is not being 
used. 

 

You can also add 

other organic matter 

like green and dry 

weeds and 

vegetable peelings, 

card board, paper 

and bones. 
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5. Continue to place the organic materials into the trench until it has reached 

ground level again. 

6. Now build up the trench bed to about 10-15cm above soil level. Use a good 

mixture of topsoil and manure and or compost.  

 

On the right is a recently 
completed trench bed. 

The organic material in 

the trench needs to 

decompose for about 

2-3 months before 

planting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.  The other option is to use your trench bed as a seed bed. In this way, when 

your seedlings are ready to be transplanted, the trench bed will be ready to be 

planted.  

Growing seedlings from seed needs a well prepared bed. The roots of the small 

plants do not go down 

too deep. The materials 

in the trench can 

decompose while the 

seedlings grow on top. 

 

On the right carrot and 
onions seeds are being 
planted in a seed bed in 
Potshini. This trench has 
just been prepared. 

Note; Fine soil is being used 
to cover the seeds in the 
rows. This is because the 
seeds are small and in this 
way they can germinate 
better. 
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In this picture a number of trench beds 
have been prepared in a garden in 
Potshini. The owner has used two of this 
trenches as seed beds. They are covered 
with grass to hold the moisture in the soil 
while the seeds are germinating. This 
grass will be removed when the seeds 
come up.  

 

The middle bed is shaped like a horse 
shoe. This is a nice design that makes it 
easy to reach all sides of the bed. It also 
allows  run off water to run into the 
middle of the shoe and soak into your 
bed. Here the owner has planted swiss 
chard seedlings. They grew well; despite 
our fears that the decomposition of the 
organic matter in the trench bed may 
interfere with their growth.  

 

 

 

 

In this picture carrot seeds were planted 
in the smaller trench bed in the far 
corner. There are also two tubs of 
seedlings being produced.  

 

In the foreground is a recently completed 
trench bed into which bought cabbage 
seedlings have been planted. Again these 
grew well and did not show any negative 
effects from the decomposing material in 
the trench. 
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8. It is very important that the trenches are watered well while they are being 

made and afterwards. The organic material in the trench can not decompose if 

it is dry.   

Different ways of watering are possible; as long as a lot of water is given!!! 

 

In this 
picture, 
drip 
irrigation 
is going to 
be used to 
water a 
trench bed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later in the season (Picture below) the cabbages in the trench bed with drip irrigation are 
growing well. And so are all the other crops planted in trench beds and watered with 
buckets; the swiss chard and beetroot in the foreground.  


