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The selling price of crops has not drastically ris-
en over the past decades, but the cost of everything 
else has increased at a much faster pace. Growers 
have been very good at optimizing their produc-
tion in order to maintain decent margins in spite of 
the increasing expenses for transportation, labour, 
equipment, chemicals and much more, including 
growing media. When you are looking at ways to 
cut down on your production costs, producing your 
own growing media may seem like an attractive way 
to save some money, especially for large-scale grow-
ers. It certainly appears to have fewer implications 
than molding your own containers or manufactur-
ing your own water-soluble fertilizers.

Although some initial investment is required 
(building, hoppers, conveyors, mixer), the poten-
tial return on investment can be very appealing. 
However, many intangible elements of making 
your own mix can be overlooked leading to 
unforeseen additional costs that can have signif-
icant repercussions on your bottom-line. Before 
ordering and installing a mix line, it is important 
to carefully evaluate all the implications and val-
idate that this is indeed a viable investment. Let’s 
explore some key costs that are often overlooked.

SET-UP AND TRAINING 
Typically, a rudimentary mix line includes a bale-
breaker, large hoppers for the main components 

HIDDEN COSTS 
of making a mix

Producing your own growing media may 
seem less costly, but when you consider the 
equipment, labour, quality control and other 
factors involved, things may not seem as simple.
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BELOW
Because most ingredients are sourced naturally, 
uniformity can be hard to obtain in a mix.
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(peat, perlite, bark, etc), smaller 
hoppers for the fertilizers and 
lime, conveyors and a soil mixer to 
blend everything homogenously. In 
contrast, the mix line of a high-
quality soil manufacturer includes 
much more equipment, such as a 
sieving system, mixing tanks for 
liquid feeds, multiple automated 
controllers, an integrated quality-
control system and more. All this 
additional machinery is meant to 
increase the homogeneity of the final 
product, which translates into more 
uniform plant development and 
more predictable results.

In addition to quality equip-
ment, you also need experienced 
and knowledgeable staff to make 
the proper adjustments and to make 
them at the right time. Adjustments 
must be made throughout the pro-
duction process for uniformity, en-
suring that the quality of the growing 
media is maintained throughout the 
process. For example, a fixed lime 
rate does not guarantee that the pH 
will be stable throughout the process 
of producing growing media due to 
natural variations of the components 
in the mix. A skillful workforce 

understands this reality and will 
take a proactive approach with fre-
quent pH spot checks and lime rate 
adjustments during the production 
process.

Particle size has always been a 
critical aspect of growing media. It 
has a major impact on the air space 
and water retention profile of the 
mix, thus directly influencing the ir-
rigation/fertigation strategy. Growers 
can adapt by making adjustments 
to their practices in the greenhouse, 
but if the physical characteristics are 
too variable, they may need to apply 
different irrigation strategies to con-
tainers that retain too much water 
versus those that contain larger parti-
cle sizes and dry down more quickly. 
This is very labour intensive and can 
significantly throw off your produc-
tion schedule. Using high quality 
components can help minimize these 
inherent variations. Ideally however, 
an adjustable sieving system should 
be included on the mix line to make 
real-time adjustments in particle size 
and reduce these deviations. Once 
again, qualified staff is required to 
analyze the particle size at frequent 
intervals and adjust the screening 
system accordingly.

Final blending needs to be 
thorough but not excessive, as 
the materials need to be handled 
with care. Certain components are 
relatively fragile and can easily break 
down into dust if your mix-line 
layout is not designed properly or 
if your equipment is not calibrated 
adequately. An experienced staff 
can adjust the mixing equipment to 
minimize the breakdown of substrate 
components.

A good substrate manufacturer 
will often hire and train staff to use 
an extensive system. But this takes 
time and money, and mistakes can 
be costly. Making accurate measure-
ments while simultaneously blending 

LEFT
Real-time adjustments should be 
made at regular intervals through-
out the production process to help 
minimize variation.

In addition to quality 
equipment, you also 

need experienced and 
knowledgable staff...
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multiple ingredients isn’t an easy task, yet 
consistency is the key to the performance 
of the product. If the product does not 
perform properly, additional chemicals 
or labour may be required to correct the 
issue. A small decrease in the fraction 
of sellable plants can rapidly eat up and 
surpass any money you saved by making 
your own mix. When a grower produces 
growing media for only a few weeks of 
the year, it can be more difficult to devel-
op the same expertise and productivity.

INGREDIENTS AND RECIPES
Mixing your own ingredients to produce 
growing media certainly seems like a 
simple enough operation; add some peat 
moss and perlite, sprinkle in a dash of 
lime and fertilizer, pour in some wetting 
agents and mix thoroughly. Baking seems 
so effortless on cooking shows but when 
we try it at home, we realize it is not 
that easy. Especially when we’re manu-
facturing large volumes of consistently 
high-quality substrate, it becomes much 
more complex. To manufacture a quality 
product, you need quality ingredients. 
Most ingredients used to manufacture 
substrates are sourced naturally, and their 
characteristics inherently vary from batch 
to batch, making it difficult to obtain 
consistency and uniformity.

There are other advantages to making 
your own mix in-house, such as the 
flexibility to adjust your substrate to meet 
the needs of the crop in regards to pH, 
water and nutrient content or air space. 
However, producing multiple mix recipes 
typically generates a new set of challeng-
es that will need to be addressed; the 
production line must be cleaned properly 
between products, equipment must be 
adjusted accordingly, final products need 
to be distinctly labelled, and so on. The 
needs of the grower have to be communi-
cated clearly to the mix-line supervisor.  I 
have seen growers having to re-transplant 
tens of thousands of plants and throw out 
hundreds of yards of substrate because 
of miscommunication. On the flip side, 
growing media manufacturers often offer 
a wide selection of products with distinc-
tive properties and some even have the 
ability to manufacture customized blends 
for particular needs.

Growing media is one of the pillars of 
the growing process. It anchors the crop 
and helps provide both oxygen and nu-

trients to the developing root system. The 
selected substrate may well determine 
how the operation will run down the line. 
The timing of the growing cycle, water/
fertilizer management and the quality of 
the finished product are just some of the 
aspects that are directly impacted by the 
quality of the growing media.

GETTING STARTED
Mixing your own growing media can be 
an opportunity for savings when done cor-
rectly, but it is important to consider all of 
your overhead expenses or you could end 
up with unpleasant surprises. Everything 
must be considered: machinery, ingredi-
ents, additives, labour, storage, pre-con-

Getting to know your mix components
Each component in a growing mix offers characteristics that should be carefully 
evaluated and integrated to optimize growing results.

Sphagnum 
peat moss

Sphagnum peat fibres have the characteristics of 
a sponge. They can absorb up to 20 times their 
dry weight in water and nutrients, and release it 
over time, making it the preferred component of 
professional growing media. Some manufacturers 
will blend peat moss from multiple bogs to 
increase uniformity.

Perlite Perlite is chemically inert, therefore it helps 
increase air space and drainage in a growing media 
without affecting the pH.

Vermiculite Improves nutrient retention and availability while 
helping evenly distribute water throughout the 
growing media after irrigation. Stimulates the rapid 
development of a healthy root system which is 
critical for young plants.

Compost Increases growing media’s ability to retain water. 
Compost also provides nutrients and beneficial 
microorganisms. Look for OMRI-certified compost. 
Some manufacturers will constantly monitor it 
during all the phases of the composting process, 
protecting it from contaminants while it matures 
and during storage.

Wood fibre Optimizes equilibrium between water retention 
and air porosity. A sustainable, biodegradable and 
renewable product that may help reduce the use 
of chemicals.

Coir By utilizing different grades of coir, the physical 
characteristics of a growing media can be 
tweaked to increase or decrease air capacity.  
This biodegradable component can also improve 
water distribution. Look for coir that has been 
consistently processed and thoroughly treated to 
ensure uniformity and low EC levels (salt content).

Bark Increases aeration and improves drainage to 
promote a vigorous rooting system. Heavyweight, 
bark has a slow decomposition rate and is great 
for pot stability, which is critical for exterior 
production and overwintering of long-term crops. 
Look for different grades of bark for your specific 
needs.
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ditioning of components, energy, mainte-
nance, quality control – to name a few.

It is typically more feasible for larger 
operations to find success with mixing their 
own substrate, while smaller ones may 
be better off using pre-made mixes that 
work for them, rather than going through 

the trouble of blending their own. A good 
growing media manufacturer should also 
offer technical support and analytical 
services to assist growers throughout their 
production – they are responsible for the 
media they provide. Who is accountable if 
the soil you manufacture yourself does not 

perform well? Pre-mixed growing media 
offers a peace of mind and eliminates at 
least one of the many sources of stress that a 
grower faces. This way, growers can concen-
trate on their many other responsibilities 
and work on reducing costs by optimizing 
other aspects of production that pose less of 
a risk to their bottom-line.

Take the time to run some scenarios 
and make your calculations. If you are 
not sure about where to start, contact 
your local sales representative or consul-
tant who has access to tools developed 
to help you calculate the actual cost of 
making their own mix, as well as sug-
gestions for ready-to-use growing media 
or ingredients to make your own. With 
reliable numbers in front of you, you can 
better assess whether the potential ben-
efits outweigh the possible risks to help 
you make the right decisions.

Pierre-Marc de Champlain is the director 
of technical services at Berger Peat Moss. He 
can be reached at pmarcd@berger.ca. Visit 
berger.ca for more technical articles and 
details on growing media mixes.
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