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Biointensive vs. Biodynamic

Biodynamic - a holistic practice where all things are 
considered living interrelated systems – animals, 
plants and the solar system. Includes elements of 
astrology and mysticism.

Biointensive - centers around nutrient-rich soil that 
can support growing crops closer together, reducing 
the amount of resources and hands-on labor required. 
It incorporates compost, livestock, beneficial 
insectaries, and strives toward a closed-loop system 
on a homestead, whatever the size. 

Permaculture - philosophy based on the fashioning of 
systems – agricultural and social – that are naturally 
sustainable and that utilize a local area's resources to 
their utmost.



Is it really French?
Examples throughout history of intensive, 
sustainable, small scale agriculture: 

• China – 4,000 years ago
• Greece – 2,000 years ago 
• Mayans, Bolivia, Peru – 1,000 years ago
• American Colonists – 300 years ago
• French – 150 years ago



U.S. Biointensive Pioneers

Alan Chadwick – “High Priest Of 
Hippie Horticulture” combined 
Biodynamic and French Intensive 
concepts at University of California 
Santa Cruz in Northern California in 
1960’s, raised the technique to an art 
form some 40 years later. 

John Jeavons – Director of the GROW 
BIOINTENSIVE Mini-Farming program for 

Ecology Action since 1972, author of 
How to Grow More Vegetables and 

Fruits, Nuts, Berries, Grains, and Other 
Crops Than You Ever Thought Possible On 

Less Land Than You Can Imagine



Biointensive Features

Raised growing beds

Use of compost

Close plant spacing

Synergistic planting of 
crop combinations

Carbon-efficient crops

Calorie-efficient crops

Open-pollinated seeds

A whole, interrelated 
farming system 

home
gardening

“mini-farming”



Biointensive Raised Beds

Advantages:
• Better aeration and drainage
• Naturally maintains paths, so less compaction
• Deeper penetration of roots into soil
• More surface area for planting
• Faster warming of soil in spring
• Encourages microbes and earthworms

3-5 ft wide x 
3+ feet long

Slightly raised and 
rounded



Soil Preparation 
“Double Digging”  

dig

loosen



Double Digging “Cheats” 

• Rototill beds at a shallow depth to 
eliminate weeds and loosen soil

• Plant a cover crop to loosen soil and 
smother weeds

• Mulch with plastic to kill weeds



Alternative Strategy 1:
Lasagna Gardening  

“Let the worms do the work”



Alternative Strategy 2:
Contained Raised Beds



Alternative Strategy 3:
Straw Bale Gardening  



Alternative Strategy 3:
Hugelkultur



Compost: Importance & Usage

• Improves soil structure
• Provides nutrients
• Supports microbial activity
• Keeps garden debris and 

food scraps out of waste 
stream and preserves 
inputs for garden

Add ½” to bottom layer of bed 
during double digging

Apply ½” to beds before each 
growing season
Mix 50/50 with bed soil for 
seed starting mix



Biointensive Amendments

Do a pre-plant soil test!!!

If you need…

Everything – add manure

Nitrogen – add alfalfa meal

Potassium – add wood ash or crushed granite

Phosphorus – add phosphate rock or soft phosphate

Calcium – eggshells

Higher pH – add dolomitic lime or calcite

Lower pH – add gypsum



Adding Amendments

Sprinkle required amount on shaped bed

Insert spading fork in 2-4 inches at a slant

Add amendments one at a time

Nutrients will leach into bed naturally



Propagation
Goal – to maximize bed space during the 
growing season

Biointensive Strategy – have young plants at the 
right stage at the right time ready to plop into 
place

Most plants are started in flats outdoors or in 
greenhouse weeks before transferring to beds



Other Reasons to Transplant

• Avoid empty spaces in the bed caused by poor seed 
germination

• Establish living mulch faster because seedlings are 
already large; therefore they cover the soil sooner 
and the soil requires less water

• Use the healthiest seedlings to maximize yield

• Produce warm-loving seedlings earlier (with some 
protection) that will be ready to plant when the 
weather allows

• Bring the crop already in the bed to fuller maturity 
(producing more compost material and higher yields), 
while the seedlings are growing



Seed Flat Alternatives

Direct sow with proper spacing (plant a few 
“backups”)

Purchase plants from nursery

Cold frame or winter sow in plastic jugs!!!



In-bed Spacing

Planting is offset to maximize space



Spacing Tools



Transplanting
• Ideally overcast day or early evening
• Handle seedlings gently, touch as little as 

possible
• Keep as much soil around roots as possible
• Place in hole and water
• Pack soil lightly around the plant

Planting
by moon
phases



Watering

Gauge moisture by plant condition and 
finger test

If the rains aren’t enough and you 
water your garden, make the water fall 
gently like raindrops instead of beating 
onto the plants or running over the 
soil.

Fan nozzle



Companion Planting
• Choosing crops that are good neighbors and encourage 

each other’s growth

• Draws a diverse insect population to the garden by using 
plants of many types and colors that flower all-season 
long, encourages beneficials and pollinators

• Strong-scented plants, like marigolds, will help repel 
unwanted insects

Avoid putting plants in the same area or space that inhibit 
each other’s growth



Mini-Farming Concepts

Carbon-efficient crops – Plants 
are grown for “brown material” to 
be made into compost

Calorie-efficient crops –
Maximizes nutritional quality, 
important for self-sustenance

Open-pollinated seeds –
Promotes genetic diversity and 
independence

A whole, interrelated farming 
system – farm itself is part of a 
greater ecosystem that should be 
thriving. 







Birdsong Farm Community Garden

Features:
4’ x 36’ raised beds
5’ wide pathways
Gathering space
Work tables
Storage shed
3 bin compost system









6 weeks later…
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