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DEALING WITH LEAVES 
 

Leaves are loaded with phosphorus. If they are not managed properly when they fall from trees in 

autumn, they can end up in surface runoff. When that runoff flows into waterways, the phospho-

rus in the leaves can cause algae blooms, lower the level of dissolved oxygen in the water, and 

kill fish and other aquatic organisms.  

 

If you have a lot of leaves and leave them on your lawn, they can mat down and smother the 

grass over winter, leaving large bare patches that are vulnerable to erosion in spring.  

 

Here are some leaf options that can help you have a healthy lawn while also protecting the envi-

ronment:  

 If the leaves aren't too thick, simply mow them into fine pieces that are small enough to fil-

ter through the grass to the soil surface where they can help improve the soil. A mulching 

mower works best.  

 Collect grass clippings and leaves for composting. A mix of one part clippings to three 

parts leaves works well. Make sure your pile is located where the leaves won't blow or 

wash away. Turn the pile occasionally to speed decomposition. Use the compost in your 

garden and flower beds.  

 If you don't have a good place to compost leaves, bag them for collection by your local 

municipal composting operation.  

 Add shredded leaves to your vegetable or perennial garden.  They can make a nice mulch 

and ammend the soil at the same time! 

 

The most important thing to remember is to keep leaves out of waterways. That means not raking 

them into the road where they can wash away, or into storm sewers where they can be carried into 

rivers and streams.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials men-

tioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New 

York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning 

the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Coopera-

tive Extension Specialist or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes 

any representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or 

regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling in-

structions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information 

should be interpreted as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With re-

spect to any information on pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management infor-

mation. The information we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following 

the manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 
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