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After our spectacular fall colors have faded we should all have a plan for dealing with fallen leaves. Tree 
leaves are loaded with phosphorus which can eventually make its way into lakes and streams. Leaves should 
be managed properly to decrease the amount of phosphorus that leaches into waterways. Algal blooms can 
result from high phosphorus levels. This can cause eutrophication, a cascading process of plant dieback, 
lower levels of dissolved oxygen in the water followed by the death of aquatic organisms, including fish.  
 
Rather than letting leaves just blow away or accumulate along roadways, try some of these more 
environmentally friendly options: 
 
 Raking is not necessary! Use a mulching mower and mow right over the leaves. This will shred the 

leaves into small pieces and they will be returned to the turf as they decompose. Consider this a free 
source of organic matter for your lawn! 

 
 If you enjoy raking, or if you require a pile of leaves to jump 

into, those ‘reclaimed’ leaves are very useful. 
 

 Turn them into compost - mix one part grass clippings to 
three parts leaves. Mix the pile every two weeks to speed up 
decomposition. By the following summer you should have 
some nice compost for your gardens. 

 
 Another option is to till the leaves into your garden areas.  

Tilling will break up the leaves and mix them with the soil 
leading to faster decomposition.  By spring the leaves will be 
fully incorporated into the soil. 

 
 Again, both of these options provide a free source of organic 

matter! 
 
 Save the prettiest and most colorful leaves for use in fall decorations. Obviously, this will not have a big 

impact on the amount of phosphorus that leaches into water bodies.  But if you have kids it is a fun 
activity and it will save you money since you won’t have to buy those decorations of fake leaves! Mix one 
part glycerin (available at drugstores) with three parts of hot water in a large container. Submerge your 
select leaves in this mixture overnight. The leaves will be soft, pliable, and they will last indefinitely. 

 


