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Lettuce growing at the urban farm study site in New London, CT. Photo by Eric Vukicevich.

Urban farms and gardens provide access to fresh produce, skills, and knowledge that is

crucial to a more just and sustainable food system. However, legacy soil contamination

and costly remediation work often impede how much food can be grown in cities.

There are some general guidelines around what levels of lead, arsenic, and other soil

contaminants are tolerable. But growers still lack confidence about how different crops



interact with soil properties and soil organisms, such as mycorrhizal fungi, and how

that influences contaminant levels in harvested crops.

Scientists from Connecticut College grew mycorrhizal and non‐mycorrhizal root, leafy,

and fruiting crops in an urban farm with two levels of arsenic and lead soil

contamination. They found that crop lead uptake was greater when soil pH and soil

phosphorus were lower. They also found that some mycorrhizal fungal structures

increased lead uptake while other structures decreased arsenic uptake.

These findings may help urban growers make informed decisions about soil

management and crop choices when growing in soils moderately contaminated with

lead and arsenic, allowing for greater confidence in urban food production.
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