
Palmer	Cove	Community	Garden:	
Information	on	soil	conditions	&	best	
gardening	practices	

 

Palmer Cove Community Garden is an urban garden, 
and is located above a former landfill. Soil testing conducted when the garden 
was sited, and since, has not revealed high levels of heavy metals. However, 
tests conducted in 2016 outside the garden (in the baseball field), by researchers 
at Salem State and Wellesley, revealed high levels of lead at 2 feet and deeper 
(possibly in the former landfill and beneath the fill material and loam). 

In response to this testing, Salem Community Gardens, with collaborators at 
Salem State and Wellesley, tested soil throughout the garden down to 1 foot 
deep (soil deeper than 1 foot is too compacted to remove or test). No metals 
were found in concentrations of concern based on these screening tests. Results 
show levels of contaminants that are typical of urban gardens, and there is no 
indication that the former landfill is affecting garden soil.  

SCG and the Salem Board of Health reviewed the results of the testing with the 
following experts to determine next steps:  

• Doug Allen, Professor of Geosciences at Salem State University 
• Tracy Allen, Chemist with the Center for Agriculture, Food and the 

Environment at UMass Amherst 
• David Austin, LSP, Environmental Consultant with knowledge of 

remediation and metals in soil  
• Hannah Shayler, Extension Associate, with Soil and Crop Sciences 

Section, School of Integrative Plant Sciences at Cornell University 

All experts agreed that additional testing is not needed at this time and best 
practices for urban gardening should be followed. 

Background information on best practices: 

Most plants uptake very small portions of available metals, and they take even 
less when there is ample organic material, like compost, in the soil. The main 
way that people are potentially at risk from heavy metals in a garden is through 
direct ingestion of soil.  

 



Best practices 

•  Grow in good soil 

• When growing in the ground, amend with compost from a reliable, clean 
source. 

• Grow root vegetables (and kale, since dirt can hide in the crevices) in 
raised beds/boxes filled with soil or compost from a reliable, clean 
source. 

•   Avoid raising dust and mixing with deeper soil:  

• Do not till or ‘double dig’ the garden (also great for soil health and climate - 
more info).  

• Work the soil when it is moist. 
• Use lots of mulch to avoid soil splash back. 
• Cut deep-rooted plants and weeds at the base, rather than uprooting. 
• Make sure soil in between beds has a thick mulch cover or a dense plant 

cover. 

• Wash fruits and vegetables before eating. 
 

• Thoroughly wash hands after working in the soil. 
 

• Take off or rinse shoes used to garden to avoid tracking dirt into the home. 

•  Plants that can accumulate lead – sunflowers and carrots - should be 
gardened with care. Sunflowers should go to the waste transfer station at the end 
of the year. 
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