


An Introduction to Companion Planting  
 
Companion planting is simply the act of planting 
more than one type of plant together in the 
same growing area. This is a key practice of 
organic gardening. It promotes biodiversity and 
makes farms and gardens more stable and 
sustainable over time. 
 
Companion planting ς or the creation of 
'polycultures' - is an alternative to mono-crop 
gardening or farming, where large areas of one 
type of plant are grown, usually with extremely 
negative effects for humans, the local 
ecosystem, and the planet as a whole.  
 
Companion planting is a good idea because it can help in creating a balance in natural systems. It can 
make it easier for gardeners or farmers to manage their food production, protect their soil, and create 
thriving, human-centric ecosystems in an organic way. 
 
At its simplest, companion planting can involve intercropping an annual vegetable crop with a second 
plant type. At its most complex, it can involve creating guilds of perennial plants and building up 
entire, interdependent food forests.  
 
Not all the ways in which plants interact with one another are fully understood. But organic gardeners 
or farmers can take advantage of a range of different beneficial interactions within an ecosystem when 
developing companion planting schemes.  
 
 

How a Plant Can Help Other Plants Nearby : 
 

Companion planting can aid the plants within 
the garden or farm ecosystem in a wide range of 
different ways. A plant in a polyculture can, for 
example: 
 

- Improve the environmental conditions by 
providing shade, shelter, or other factors for its 
neighbours. 
 

- Serve as a 'dynamic accumulator', 
gathering nutrients from the air or the deep sub-
soil and making them available to other plants 
nearby through a number of different 
mechanisms.  



(Dynamic accumulators include 'nitrogen fixing' plants such as 
legumes, and also plants with deep tap roots like comfrey, yarrow 
or even the humble dandelion.  
 
The former can add nitrogen to the soil while growing through co-
operation with symbiotic bacteria in their root nodules. The latter 
can bring nutrients up from deep below ground, and return these 
to the topsoil when chopped and dropped, allowing these nutrients 
to be taken up by nearby plants.) 
 

- Serving to prevent disease or confuse, distract or repel 
common pests.  

- Acting as a 'trap crop' ς attracting pests to themselves so as 
to minimise the destruction of other more valuable plants 
nearby. 

- Attracting pollinators to help pollinate nearby crops. 

- Attracting other beneficial insects or other wildlife which will predate pests, helping to keep 
their numbers down and the ecosystem in balance. 

 

Some plants are even 
said to improve the 
yield, vigour, or even 
the taste of their 
companions.  
 
Of course, what is good 
for the plants is also 
good for the system as 
a whole, and for the 
person or people who 
are tending the growing 
area. Companion 
planting makes it easier 
for the gardener or 
farmer, since you will 
be working with nature 
to create something 
rather than fighting 
against it.  

 
It can increase the amount of produce you can grow in a given area in a given time, and help 
gardeners or farmers to make the most of their growing area without resorting to polluting and 
harmful pesticides and herbicides. Creating polycultures is also a wonderful way to create a beautiful 
garden, with plenty of diverse sights, sounds and smells to enjoy. 



Companion Planting in a Cool Climate  
 

 
 
In a cool climate, the primary concerns of companion planting are shelter (from cold, wind, etc...), 
nutrient addition and pest and disease control. Choosing which plants in include in a mixed cool 
climate garden can be easy if you keep in mind at all times why you are placing plants together and 
what you hope to achieve. Remember there are no rigid rules ς you can still have an orderly garden if 
you wish, or go for a more wild and free look... 
 
Generally speaking, in cool climates, not getting enough sunlight is more of a problem than getting too 
much. Too much water is more frequently a concern than getting too little. While these are just 
general rules, they will mean that companion planting schemes in cooler climes will often look a little 
different to companion planting schemes in warmer locations. Overcrowding and dense planting can 
sometimes create problems for a cool climate since plants in the under-storeys of forest gardens, or 
lower plants in annual beds, can suffer from a lack of light.  
 
As with everything in gardening, however, there are exceptions to these general rules. For example, in 
summer, even in a cool climate, leafy greens like spinach can benefit from shade, since they are prone 
to bolting if exposed to higher temperatures. 
 
Generally speaking, when creating a complex polyculture in a cool climate garden, the general look 
and feel you should go for will be more akin to a woodland glade than to a dense jungle. For simple 
companion planting in annual vegetable beds, generally, aside from sometimes utilising different 
plants, the combinations will be more or less the same in any climate, with the same families of plants 
often being used.   


