
container

gardening
Hanging baskets, window boxes, planters, pots and 
balcony gardening all have a lot in common, these 
are all ways that we try to grow a lot of plants in 
small, relatively unnatural ways. These all ways that 
we can brighten up small spots, even the smallest 
balcony or window can often hold something lovely 
or useful and they can be an essential resource for 
wildlife in urban areas. 

They allow you the scope to plant everything from 
cheap and cheerful annual seeds or herbs to 
wonderful exotics, smaller shrubs or even little trees 
to provide a more permanent feature. It gives you the 
ability to change your colour schemes
 with the seasons. 
This type of planting tends to all have similar 
problems, we are trying to fit more plants than natural 
into a small space, so how do we feed them and water 
them when they are in limited soil depth is the biggest 
problem. Also, they are often in exposed conditions, 
sometimes very sunny or windy, the higher up they 
are, the more exposed the plants will be. 
One advantage of container planting is that even if 
you have limited mobility, you should be able to find a 
pot or planter that will grow at a level that you can 
access easily. 
Luckily you have fewer problems with weeds 
and pests and diseases in planters and pots 
because they are easier to control.

Picking the right planter or pot

The best plan is to buy the biggest you can afford and 
fit to allow the plants to have the best survival 
chance, 25cm depth is a good starting point. Just 
about anything that can hold water can be used as a 
pot or planter, so be creative, just add drainage holes! 
Pots and planters come in a huge range of colours and 
materials, these are a few of the advantages and 
disadvantages of some of the common ones:

Plastic • Light weight
• Cheaper
• Comes in a range 

of colours
• Readily available

• Not all are 
eco-friendly

• Not always frost 
hardy

• Not always good 
drainage in them

• Heavy
• Breakable
• Not always frost 

hardy

Terracotta • Breathable
• Natural 

appearance
• Good for moisture 

balance

• Heavy
• More expensive
• Not breathable

Ceramic, 
glazed pots

• Huge range of 
colours and styles

• Durable

• Can overheat in 
the sun and dry 
out easily

• Can get over cold 
in winter and may 
need insulation

Metal • Lightweight
• Comes in a lot of 

colours and styles 
• Durable

• The coir liners 
need a plastic 
lining

• They dry out 
quickly

Traditional 
hanging 
baskets

• Cheap
• Reuseable
• Lightweight (when 

not full)

• Can rot easily so 
make sure they are 
well lined

Wood • Sustainable
• Can be painted, 

easier to change 
colour 

• Cheaper for larger 
pots or planters 

• Recycled boxes for 
other things can 
be used



Before you start  - bit of safety to think of!
• Make sure you know the site can take the 

weight, especially when you are planting on a 
balcony or window ledge, selecting lightweight 
planters may be helpful. Remember when the 
compost is wet it will weigh a lot more. 

• Ensure that the planters or hanging baskets 
are secure and can’t fall off potentially hurting 
someone – securing with brackets, hooks, 
retaining bars, cages etc or positioning hanging 
baskets where people won’t hit their heads on 
them whilst you can still reach to them to 
water them. 

• Avoid the thorny plants and ones known to be 
irritant if you have to brush past them or they 
are hanging down.

Planning, preparation and planting
1. Drainage – every type of planter, pot or hanging 

basket needs drainage holes in them, cut or drill 
these holes if they don’t come with them. For 
balconies and window ledges the pots and 
planters can have ‘feet’ that reduces the risk of 
plants dying because they are waterlogged.

2. Compost – if you are changing your display every 
year then a general purpose, peat free compost 
will work. Try a John Innes No 3 type compost if 
you plan on leaving the plants in the container 
for longer. Add some perlite if you want to add 
drainage to the compost for plants that like it 
dry, add some vermiculite to help add drainage 
but it will hold some moisture too.

3. Slow-release fertilisers can be added because 
these types of container plants can be very 
hungry. If you want to use an organic food to add 
to the soil, try blood, fish and bone. 

4. Water retaining gel is a powdery dry gel that is 
added to the compost that expands and holds 
water, it can allow you to have a few more days 
in between each time you have to water. 
Especially good for hanging baskets of pots that 
are in sunny or windy positions. 

5. Mulching the top of the pot with grit or fine 
wood chip will help hold in water and keep the 
weeds down.

Planting 
Traditional planting says that you have a taller, 
evergreen plant in the middle, then trailing plants 
around the edge and some bright annuals in between. 
Adding some bulbs to each display will provide a bit 
of extra colour as the seasons change.
Why not try to be a bit more creative?
• Salad in pot – A Golden Nugget Tomato in the 

centre, basil plants around it with Tumbling Tom 
tomatoes around it.

• Stir fry in pot – pak choy, mizuna, coriander – all 
pick and come again type plants

• Fruity pots – there are some really bright currants 
and gooseberries with strawberries cascading 
over the edge

• Shady pots – ferns, hostas, heucheras, hardy 
geraniums

• A tall climber – try an evergreen scented climber 
like a Trachelospermum up a frame or trellis 

• Bulbs – seasonal bulbs make great displays – try a 
mass display of bluebells or daffodils 

• Go vertical – layer plants on stands or in wall 
planters – lots of cascading plants like trailing 
pelargoniums or nasturtiums 

• Give a tree a go – try a dwarf fruit tree or the 
always elegant Japanese Maple

Pelargoniums
Lobelia
Petunia
Pansies/Violas

Helpful links:

https://www.rhs.org.uk/container-
gardening/hanging-baskets

https://www.rhs.org.uk/container-
gardening/growing-plants-in-containers

@HCGAGardens
@HCGA_gardens

www.hcga.org.uk

Osteospernum
Bidens
Ivy
Nemesias

Busy Lizzie
Hosta
Nasturtiums

Maintenance
Water! Think about watering even if it has been raining 
because sometimes it is hard for rain to get into pots. If 
you are not sure check a couple of centimetres into soil 
and see if it is moist. 
• Dead head -that means trim off faded flowers, in 

encourages more and more flowers.
• Feed – a regular liquid fertiliser (always follow the 

instructions on the label)
• Waterlogging – check that the drainage holes 

haven't been blocked, this will kill the plants too.

Plants that have a good track record in providing 
colour pots, planters and hanging baskets


