
Crop Rotation for Healthy Soil and a Productive Vegetable Garden 

 

 

Photo credit Dave Gunn www.canr.msu.edu/news/plan now for crop rotation in your vegetable garden 

 

Crop rotation means sequentially moving your vegetables around to different locations in your 

garden from year to year or within the year if you are doing intensive or successive plantings.  

By doing this you improve soil health, optimize nutrients in the soil, combat pests and diseases and 

even help deal with weeds. 

 

This is important because growing the same vegetable in the same place year after year will deplete 

the soil of the nutrients required for healthy growth. At the same time it allows pests and diseases 

specific to that vegetable family to establish themselves and flourish as they are provided with a 

constant source of “food” each year.   

 

As a result it becomes increasingly difficult to deal with these problems and instead of relying on safe, 

simple organic practises you may have to resort to the use of chemical pesticides and fertilizers in 

order to keep your plants growing adequately. Additionally plants grown in the same location year 



after year will often end up being weaker, produce less or inferior quality crops, and be more prone to 

succumb to attacks by pests and/or diseases due to decreased vigour and resistance.  

 

Crop rotation is a simple step in the gardening process that helps to solve these issues by interrupting 

the life cycles of pests and diseases so that they gradually decease in number and frequency and 

may even become eradicated over time. Growing a series of different crops in the same location aids 

soil health and structure by returning a variety of depleted nutrients to the soil, increasing soil biomass 

due to different root structures, and increasing biodiversity both within the soil and above it by 

attracting different pollinators and beneficial insects. 

 

An important step in maintaining good soil health is to regularly add compost to your garden - before 

the growing season begins, during, and again after harvest. Although this is not crop rotation, it is a 

good gardening practice that should be used in conjunction with crop rotation. 

 

Crop rotation can be as simple or complicated as you make it. Generally the more garden beds and 

variety in your garden the easier it is to create a rotation cycle over several years or growing seasons. 

However, in the end consideration of your available time and the amount of labour you want to 

expend will help you decide which method is best for you.  

 

There are several methods of crop rotation. I am going to discuss 3 common ones beginning with the 

most simple and progressing to the more complicated. All are good alternatives depending on how 

much room you have and to what extent you wish to apply the principles.   

 

(Note that if you are doing container gardening these principles could also be applied but as a general 

rule the soil in containers tends to be fully depleted by the end of the growing season. It is best 

replaced with fresh soil the subsequent growing season. Depleted soil can be rejuvenated by adding it 

as part of your composting process.) 

 

1. Crop rotation depending on the plant’s nutrient requirements:  
 

➢ light feeders, such as: garlic, onions, peppers, potatoes, radishes, rutabagas, sweet 

potatoes, Swiss chard, and turnips. 

➢ heavy feeders, such as: tomatoes, broccoli, cabbage, corn, eggplant, beets, lettuce, and 

other leafy crops. 

➢ soil builders, such as:  peas and beans which return nitrogen to the soil and the use of cover 

crops at the end of the growing season.  
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Additionally alternating between warm and cool season plants can help in weed control by eliminating 

early and late germinating weeds in alternate years. Legumes are also good at choking out weeds.  

 

This rotation method would work especially well if you have 3 or more garden beds. However, many 

gardens are, in effect all one bed, so you would then rotate the crops to different locations within that 

space to achieve the same results.  

 

2. Rotating the various vegetables by their harvest times  
 

https://cdn.dal.ca/content/dam/dalhousie/pdf/agriculture/ExtendedLearning/gardenbox/Crop%20Rotation%20and%20Companion%20Planting_Garden%20Box_Online.pdf


These fall into 3 main groups:  Leafy crops, Root crops and Fruiting (flowering) crops. Additionally you 

should incorporate one rotation of legumes to rejuvenate the soil. Continue to dress with compost 

also.  

 
 

A simple rotation would consist of this sequence: 

 

Parsnip 

Peppers 

(Squash) 

Urban Food  Garden 



 
 

After the fruiting crop, which would generally consist of warm season plants and be harvested 

at the end of the growing season, you could, if desired, incorporate a cover or green manure 

crop, such as peas or even a form of grass. It would not be planted to be harvested but to 

provide nutrients and biomass and would be tilled back into the soil in early spring.  

 

However, for a simple rotation, or if you are practising year round gardening, it can be 

eliminated provided you continue to dress your garden with compost continuously throughout 

the seasons.  

 

3. Crop rotation by plant family 
 

Some variation of this is often considered the most common method. Experienced gardeners 

tend to favour this as it is more specific to the soil requirements and provides greater control 

of diseases and pests as they tend to attack plants within the same family. It is more labour 

intensive and requires careful planning in order to be applied with the greatest benefits. It is 



also easier if you have several beds to rotate but can also be applied to the single bed garden 

successfully.  

 

The basic principle here is not to plant members of the same plant family in the same location 

twice in a row. The basic plant families are as follows: 

  
 

• Grains, Grass Family, Poaceae (Gramineae): Grains–oats, corn, rye, 
wheat. These are not normally used by the home gardener.  If you choose to use 
them as ground cover the recommended family to follow them would be tomato etc.  

 

Heavy Feeders 

Heavy 
Feeders 

Heavy 
Feeder
s 

Dill 
Anise 
Cilantro 
 
 
Light Feeders 

Light to  
Medium 
Feeders 

Light Feeders 

Clover 
Vetch 

Heavy 
Feeders 

No Rotation 
Needed 

Soil 
Builders 



Rotation will take planning, as you will need to rotate light and heavy feeders amongst the 

different families and for best results alternate with soil builders such as legumes. Also 

members of the same plant family should not be replanted in the same area for 3-4 years or 

rotations in order to minimize pests and diseases. Heavy feeding crops should be followed by 

legumes or light/medium feeding crops; legumes can be planted after any crop in order to 

enrich the soil by replacing nitrogen for the next vegetable.  

Due to space restrictions home gardeners do not usually allow any garden space to lie fallow 

during the growing season. For this reason the generous use of compost during and between 

successive plantings or if feasible the use of cover crops at the end of the growing season 

would be the only viable alternatives.  

The basic rules for family rotation are as follows: 

➢ Onion family – can always plant after heavy feeders  
➢ Legumes ( to rebuild the soil) – they can be followed by any other family 
➢ Cabbage family 
➢ (allow plot to recuperate using compost, cover crop, or lie fallow) –if possible 
➢ Lettuce family 
➢ Legumes 
➢ Tomato family 
➢ Legumes 
➢ Squash family 
➢ Carrot family (or Legumes) - as these are light feeders they can also be used after 

most heavy feeder crops, but should then be followed by legumes or onions  

Below are some sample rotations.  

A simple 4 year rotation: 

 
 



A 4 bed rotation 

1. Area 1: Enrich area with compost and plant potatoes and tomatoes (Solanaceae). When crop has 

finished sow onions or leeks (Allium) for an overwinter crop. 

2. Area 2: Sow parsnips, carrot, parsley (Umbelliferae). Fill gaps with lettuce and follow with a soil-

enriching green manure during winter. 

3. Area 3: Grow cabbage, kale, rocket (Brassicas) during the summer and follow with winter varieties of 

cabbage and Brussels sprouts. 

4. Area 4: If this is your second or subsequent year, harvest the onions or leeks previously growing here 

over winter. Then sow peas and beans (Legumes). When harvest has finished, lime the soil for 

brassicas which will move from area three to occupy the space next. 

https://www.growveg.com/guides/crop-rotation-for-growing-vegetables/. 

Sample 4 year rotation

http://www.brentham-allotments.org.uk/static/images/portfolio/Crop%20Rotation.c1ce04179c95.pdf 

A 3 Year Rotation using 3 beds or sections 

Year one 
Section one: Potatoes 
Section two: Legumes, onions and roots 
Section three: Brassicas 

https://www.growveg.com/guides/crop-rotation-for-growing-vegetables/
http://www.brentham-allotments.org.uk/static/images/portfolio/Crop%20Rotation.c1ce04179c95.pdf


Year two 
Section one: Legumes, onions and roots 
Section two: Brassicas 
Section three: Potatoes 

Year three 
Section one: Brassicas 
Section two: Potatoes 
Section three: Legumes, onions and roots      (https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?pid=124) 

3 Garden Beds using a 3 year rotation

 

Deep Green Permaculture.com 

An elaborate rotation over several years: 

 

https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?pid=124
https://deepgreenpermaculture.com/articles-and-reference-material/crop-rotation-systems-for-annual-vegetables/


 

 

Crop Rotation is worthwhile 
 
Whether your garden is large or small whichever type of rotation you choose your soil and 
vegetables will reward you with healthier and more productive crops.  
 
 



 
A variety of crop types can add to the health of your soil. Photo: Thinkstock 

 

 

Additional Reading & Resources 

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/field/news/croptalk/2017/ct-1117a6.htm 

https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/files/2014/11/Using-Crop-Rotation-in-the-Home-Vegetable-Garden.pdf 

https://cdn.dal.ca/content/dam/dalhousie/pdf/agriculture/ExtendedLearning/gardenbox/Crop%20Rotati

on%20and%20Companion%20Planting_Garden%20Box_Online.pdf 

https://u.osu.edu/growingfranklin/2018/05/15/crop-rotation-and-vegetable-families/ 

https://www.hortmag.com/edible-gardening/garden-too-small-for-crop-rotation-no-worries 

https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/plan_now_for_crop_rotation_in_your_vegetable_garden 

https://harvesttotable.com/crop_rotation_planning/ 

https://www.onions-potatoes.com/agriculture/croprotation.php- a useful tool that illustrates the results 

of rotating or not rotating a crop with suggestions for subsequent crops.  (Only a sampling of plants 

are covered). 

 

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/field/news/croptalk/2017/ct-1117a6.htm
https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/files/2014/11/Using-Crop-Rotation-in-the-Home-Vegetable-Garden.pdf
https://cdn.dal.ca/content/dam/dalhousie/pdf/agriculture/ExtendedLearning/gardenbox/Crop%20Rotation%20and%20Companion%20Planting_Garden%20Box_Online.pdf
https://cdn.dal.ca/content/dam/dalhousie/pdf/agriculture/ExtendedLearning/gardenbox/Crop%20Rotation%20and%20Companion%20Planting_Garden%20Box_Online.pdf
https://u.osu.edu/growingfranklin/2018/05/15/crop-rotation-and-vegetable-families/
https://www.hortmag.com/edible-gardening/garden-too-small-for-crop-rotation-no-worries
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/plan_now_for_crop_rotation_in_your_vegetable_garden
https://harvesttotable.com/crop_rotation_planning/
https://www.onions-potatoes.com/agriculture/croprotation.php-

