
Fall Cleanup in the Market Garden 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

Fall is the time to tidy up your vegetable garden in preparation for the 2021 growing season. The following 
are some things to do now that will save you headaches next year:  

• Remove spent vegetation, dead fruit, and other debris. Many 
fungal diseases and insects overwinter on spent vegetation. For 
example, a number of tomato diseases (including early and late 
blight, verticillium wilt, fusarium wilt, and bacterial wilt) 
overwinter on spent vines. Healthy plants can be composted. 
Diseased plants should be composted only if the compost pile 
reaches between 130 and 170F for at least 3 days to kill all 
pathogens. Reaching these temperatures requires a large 
compost pile, frequent aeration, proper turning, and the 
appropriate carbon to nitrogen ratio. Otherwise, diseased plants 
should be removed from the garden for disposal offsite. 

• Now is the time to spread manure (or composted manure). Doing so in the fall reduces the risk that 
summer produce could be contaminated with fecal coliform bacteria. This is especially important for 
crops that are eaten raw, like salad greens or carrots. A minimum of 90-days is required between manure 
application and sowing of these crops to ensure safety for raw consumption. 180-days is preferred. 

• Avoid the temptation to spread water-soluble synthetic fertilizers in the fall as many of the nutrients will 
leach from the soil during spring melt. Synthetic fertilizers are generally best applied at planting. 

• Pull up and dispose of drip-tape, plant tags, and plastic mulches. Leaving these through the winter only 
makes them more difficult to gather in the spring as they become brittle from repeated exposure to 
sunlight and cold temperatures.  

• Now is the perfect time to maintain your garden tools. Clean and then sanitize hand pruners with alcohol 
to ensure that you don’t spread disease next spring. Apply oil to other tools to prevent rust. Similarly, 
surfaces and equipment in unused greenhouses and high-tunnels should cleaned and then sanitized with 
a commercial disinfectant solution designed for use in these environments. 

• Sort through and dispose of any planting containers that are worn or unneeded. Do the same with 
harvest containers and bins. Disinfect any that you will be reusing in the spring.  

• If you are not growing hardy winter crops or cover crops, consider placing a tarp over your soil. Research 
at Cornell shows improved nutrient retention over the winter. It also helps to control perennial weeds 
and weed seeds that may emerge early in the season before planting. Prior to applying tarps, ensure that 
all weeds are either removed or at least mown to prevent tenting of the tarp. Tarps may be secured at 
the edges with boards, stone or other objects to prevent them from being lifted by wind. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
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