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Introduction 

Well, the day is bright, you are bubbling with energy and you decide to do your little to save “Plant Earth” 
(and also reap benefits in the process)... You go home and, 

You: I have decided to start “Organic Terrace Garden”.  We will have access to fresh, pesticide-free 
veggies, and fresh air with many more added benefits.  I am so excited to get started with.  This weekend I 
will buy few pots, seeds and compost! 

Your Parent/Spouse: I know.  You were more excited when you joined Gym few months back.  Now-a-
days, you only go once in a month to pay their fee.  At least you are prompt in that way.  Don’t you know 
how to put your money to better use? 

After your enthusiasm is beaten black and blue, you wonder whether to utter another word.  So the plan is 
postponed initially for a week or two (and then it grows by every week ...). 

This is normally the case with most of us.  We usually cannot convince family members to spend “little” 
more for the sake of OTG or like in my own case; your purse strings are too tight to accommodate any 
further spending.  Though investing on plants is undoubtedly worth every penny, it is not practical to spend 
thousands to grow 1kg of tomatoes per week.  Hence, finding an answer to “How to start Organic Terrace 
Gardening with no investment” would be the key to give you that much needed initial thrust. 

This article is specifically aimed at people who would want to start OTG with little or no added cost.  Hence, 
most of the methods suggested might be time consuming, laborious, not the best option available or all of 
the above.  This is also not for people who think tomatoes are laid by hen.  Keeping this in mind, let us move 
ahead. 

 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Disclaimer:  I am writing this with an intention that it might be helpful to someone. However, please note 
that my knowledge in this field is very limited.  Considering this, please do not blame me if you start nuclear 
war after taking my suggestions ;-) 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 



 

Chapter-I: Pre-Seeding phase 

 

1) Compost:  This is the most important part of OTG and also a recurring cost once you start OTG.  Though 
it is easy to maintain your own compost pit, it is a time consuming process and hence requires planning.  
You will have to plan this at least 2 months in advance before starting OTG.  Let us now see what is 
required to start composting and how we can acquire the inputs for free: 
a. Container:  This container is specifically to make your compost (more on various other containers at 

a later stage).  You can use any broken bucket, drum, broken fridge/washing machine that you might 
have.  If you have access to soil on ground, it is better to dig a 2 X 2 X 2 feet pit and start dumping 
your waste into it. 

b. Kitchen waste:  Almost all kitchen waste starting with vegetable peels, used coffee/tea powder to 
egg shells can go into compost pit.  Only, processed food and meat should be avoided. 

c. Leaves: Dry leaves take away excess moisture from kitchen waste and helps maintain an optimum 
moisture and porosity of the contents.  There are plenty of fallen leaves all around us (only if you 
look around).  You can start collecting one handful every day or ask the road sweeper to give you all 
the dry leaves instead of burning it.  In our case, our road sweeper started giving us 1 bag full 
everyday and within a week, we had to request him not to give us anymore. 

d. Catalyst: Well this is not absolutely essential.  However, catalysts hasten the process of composting.  
There are mainly two kinds of catalysts, micro- and macro-organisms.  Let us not worry about 
macro-organisms which mainly include insects and worms, as they will come even if you don’t want 
them to.  Micro-organisms are more important and we can easily source them with no added cost.  
The best source of micro-organisms for composting is “Cow-dung”.  Just one handful of cow-dung is 
more than sufficient to take care of 5kg of composting material (which include kitchen waste + 
leaves). 

Mix all these up and dump in any container with holes at the bottom. Turn it once a week and by the end 
of 2 months your home-made compost should be nearly ready! 

Caution: Success in composting is easy, failure is easier and disaster is easiest!   Care should be given 
to water-content in the compost pit.  Our first attempt at composting went terribly wrong and I simply 
couldn’t stand the stink.  If it was not for my brother (who volunteered to clean it up), we were close to 
quarrelling with our neighbour. 

2) Soil: It might sound funny but, not many of us are lucky to have access to soil.  In that case, you just have 
to keep your eyes open to construction work which might be going on in your locality.  People would be 
paying to shift all the mud from their construction site to elsewhere and hence, would be more-than-
willing to give you as much soil as you require for FREE.  In my case, I was aware that one of my friends 
was constructing house and hence got few bags full of soil and sand from him (of course for free!).  You 
don’t have to worry too much about the quality of soil at this stage; any soil can be made good enough to 
grow anything using appropriate compost.  Remember, we are not competing with farmers and that 
should not be our intention. 
 

3) Container: Though this is one time investment, it usually takes away lion’s share of the initial OTG 
setup cost.  Hence, the more innovative you are, the more you will be able to save.  As the name itself 
indicates, we just need some material to hold growing media (soil + compost) together in one place.  That 



being the case, we can use anything and everything possible.  Let us 
based on how sturdy they are on open terraces
 
a. Less than 2 years life: 

Gunny Bag: Most of us buy rice in bulk which comes in gunny bags.  These are sufficient enough to 
grow even trees on terraces and any
 
Discarded bottles: If you drink soft
Vertically, they are good enough to grow 
Amaranthus, Spinach, and Dill 
once to make a meal for a family of 4
as mint, methi, oregano, etc, 
 
 

b. Between 2 to 5 years:  
Paint Bucket:  If you have recently constructed your house
you are most likely to have plenty of paint buckets.  These are sturdy and good enough to grow 
vegetables such as Tomatoes, Brinja
 

Figure 1: 1) Pumpkin in wooden box, 2) Dill (Sabsige/sabakki soppu) in horizontally cut paint box, 3) 
Indian spinach (basle soppu) in a smaller size wooden box.
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wooden boxes.  You are most likely to get it for free or at a throw away price.  We got 20 such boxes 
(for free!) from city market one and half years back and I am yet to use 2 of them.  According to me, 
these are the most preferred containers; eco-friendly, light-weight, all possible shapes, can be re-
structured, easy to move, helps contain moisture, won’t get heated up under hot sun and recyclable 
(can be put to compost pit). 
 
There is also possibility of getting scrap wood from junk yards and making your own boxes.  However 
in my experience, getting readymade boxes from fruit vendors was easier than making it myself. 
 
Metal racks: Some of us might be having old shoe racks or shelves made of dismountable metal 
beams.  They make an ideal choice to make plots (Figure 2).  It is best suited to grow all your greens 
and creepers.  If you don’t have metal racks, you are most likely to get it at throw away price from a 
junk yard dealer.  I got it for free from a relative’s place when they purchased pre-built wardrobe and 
wanted to get rid of metal shelves. 

 
Figure 2: Tomatoes and ridge gourd growing in metal rack filled with growing media. 
 

c. More than 5 years:  
Plot (not to be confused with pot): Arguably, your plants will love this more than any other container.  
With almost no cost attached and easiest to prepare (it took me <45 minutes to prepare 8 ft x 2ft plot), 
plots emulate natural ground conditions which lets you grow almost all vegetables and fruits (except 
for certain trees).  This is also the closest you can get to natural ground environment on terraces.  Let 
us see, how it is done: 
 
As simple as it can get, dump all your growing media (soil + compost) onto a corner of terrace and 
you are done.  However, two more things would give shape and support to plot.  One is a supporting 
structure, something like bricks or wooden pieces to give border and, though not necessary, it is better 
to put plastic sheets on the ground before pouring your growing media (Figure 3). 

 
About plastic sheets! Believe me; one of the strongest of plastic sheets that you can get is available for 
free in plenty! Yeah, you read it right.  All you have to do is look around.  There is a specific kind of 
plastic sheet called “flex sheets” which are extensively used for printing out huge banners, 



advertisements and photos of politicians.  Especially, you would find plenty of these banners soon 
after an election.  Just drag them
 
Also, I don’t suggest you buy bricks.  Instead you 
pieces, thermocol boxes to square pots.

Figure 3: 1) banners picked from road side, 2) plot making in progress, 3) plot is supported 
wooden pieces and thermocol boxes, 4) plot from top view a)
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Figure 3.2). 
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few pieces through its centre (for eg. tomato can be cut into 4 pieces, while chillies should be cut into 
2, so that each piece will have around 10 seeds). You can either shade dry it for a couple of weeks 
(while your compost is being prepared) or directly put each piece into different pots and cover with a 
thin layer of growing media. 
 
Medium (gardening is in your genes): Okra (Lady’s finger), beans, gourds, cucumber, melons and 
most other creepers.  Select the most ripe of these (which we usually do not consume), collect the 
seeds and bury 5 seeds under half inch soil in each pot. 
 
Hard (tell me if you succeed): Almost all fruits and greens are difficult as you usually do not get seeds 
in the greens that you buy (with an exception of Amaranthus, which we usually prefer not to buy).  
And Fruits!? Not because they are very difficult to grow; it is because we usually eat hybrid varieties.  
You are most likely to find no seeds (seedless papaya, seedless grapes; who knows seedless peanuts 
might be on anvil!).  Even if you see a seed, sow and if at all the seed germinates, it might not yield 
any fruits at all.  Hence, I don’t have any suggestions for this. 

 
Depending upon the seed quality and type, it will germinate within a month. However, if you fail to see 
any germination, repeat the process with more number of seeds.  Most importantly, if you see multiple 
germinations, most likely in the case of tomatoes, brinjal and chillies, you may transplant each of these 
plantlets (not before they are 2-3 weeks old) into different pots or, remove every plantlet excepting one in 
one pot.  More than one plant in one pot is generally not recommended. 
 
 

“It is easy to reach top, but hard to stay there”... (I read it somewhere and now I can’t find the source; but 
surely relevant to us) 

Here you go........ The first part of OTG is very easy.  However, the more challenging “post-seeding phase” 
is mostly all about pest management and more.  There are few more topics (chapters) to be added and they 
will be included in next versions. 

 

 

Caveats: Setting up Organic Terrace Gardening (OTG) with no investment is easier said than done.  It is 
common NOT to find most of the “so-called common” inputs for OTG in your locality.  Most of us, 
including myself, will have to spend some amount of money to setup and maintain OTG.   

The whole purpose of this article is to reduce OTG costs and to make one self-sufficient.  This article tries to 
answer the most basic of the requirements and is not exhaustive enough to self sustain.  However, the best 
way to self sustain and know all the answers is to START. 
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