
Treated Wood 
Treated wood has undergone pressure treatment with a chemical additive to protect it 
from fungal rot and insect damage, which will increase the longevity of the structure. 
Chemicals used to treat wood leach out into surrounding soil, so it is important to know 
what type of treatment was used, and whether it is toxic to humans. These days, 
residential lumber is treated with copper-based products and does not pose a risk to 
human health. When you go to the hardware store and buy treated residential wood, 
the treatment is copper-based. For more information about specific copper-based 
treatments, see Toxicity Concerns about Raised Bed Construction Materials  (1). 

Use caution when building raised beds from reclaimed wood. Before 2003, the 
predominant treatment for residential lumber was chromated copper arsenate (CCA), 
which leaches arsenic and chromium, making it unsafe for raised bed materials. Arsenic 
is also listed as a non-synthetic prohibited substance in USDA Organic Certification (2).  
Avoid materials with oil-based treatment, such as creosote, which is toxic to plants 
growing nearby, and is a probable carcinogen (1,3). Railroad ties and telephone poles 
are examples of wood that is often treated with oil-based products. Although some 
growers do use these materials if they have been exposed to the elements long enough 
to appear dry, there is no hard rule for when, or if, the wood reaches a safe level. 
When using reclaimed wood for a raised bed, separate the plant soil from the frame 
with a heavy plastic liner (1). 
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Framed raised beds, or garden boxes, 
are great solutions for growing food in
an urban setting. A raised bed can be 
built to extend into ground soil or sit on 
top of impervious surfaces and 
contaminated soil, allowing you to 
transform any space into a productive 
one. This fact sheet will cover the pros 
and cons of some common building 
materials. 
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Untreated Wood 

Some growers may choose to use untreated wood for 
raised beds. Consider the type of untreated wood 
carefully. Some trees naturally produce fungicidal 
chemicals leading to a longer life span of the wood, 
such as red cedar. Not all parts of the tree provide 
equal levels of rot protection – heartwood, rather than 
sapwood, confers rot-resistance in these trees. For 
more information on common misconceptions about 
wood, see Wood Myths: Facts and Fictions About 
Wood (4). Using untreated wood that is not naturally 
antifungal will reduce the life span of the structure, 
leading to more frequent replacements and a greater 
impact on natural resources.  

Concrete or Cinder Blocks 

Concrete and cinder blocks refer to different products. Concrete blocks are made 
from cement and fine aggregates, such as sand or stone, whereas cinder blocks 
incorporate fly ash in the aggregates. Typically, cinder blocks will be lighter and 
weaker than concrete blocks, but it may not be clear which aggregates were used 
for a particular product. Fly ash in cinder blocks contains hazardous materials, but 
there is little research on the hazards of using cinder blocks or concrete blocks in 
food production. If you are using cinder blocks or concrete blocks and have 
concerns, you can use a heavy plastic liner to separate soil from blocks (5). The best 
documented impact of using concrete blocks without a liner is that they may create 
a more alkaline soil (increase pH) (6). Concrete and cinder blocks are easy to use, 
and do not require mortar or support for most structures two layers high (7). They 
are easy to find at low cost, or free (7).  
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Bricks 

Bricks are another stackable option for a raised bed frame. Because of their smaller 
size, additional support may be needed, such as mortar, when building a raised bed 
more than a couple layers high. Keep in mind that adding cement mortar makes 
your structure more permanent. Bricks are more costly than concrete blocks but 
can often be found for free (7). 

Stone 

Depending on the property, you may be able to find and collect large stones to 
stack into a raised bed frame for free. You can also buy them, although they will be 
more costly than concrete blocks. You may find that stacking stones to any 
significant height requires mortar or a metal framework to hold them safely in 
place. As with brick structures, adding cement mortar will make a more permanent 
structure. 
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