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“Four Garden Habits for Healthy Soil and 
Happy Plants” 

 

Amy Landers 
 

Amy Landers:                Hello. I'm so pleased to be part of the Home Grown Food Summit this 
year. Thank you Marjory and thank you for tuning into this presentation. 
I'm looking forward to talking to you about growing food and how 
healthy soil is really key to gardening. We're going to talk about some 
surprisingly simple habits that make gardening easier and more enjoyable 
over time.  

 I wonder if any of these sound familiar to you. You're committed to 
growing organic because you want your garden to be a safe and 
welcoming space to your family, for yourself. You want to know where 
your food comes from. You want to know how it's been grown and what's 
been sprayed on it. You like the idea of letting nature do the heavy lifting 
and when you find natural processes working like, for example, a 
predator like a wheel bug eating a Japanese beetle, you think to yourself 
"Yes!" You garden for the food and the beauty for yourself, but you also 
garden for the planet. You know that having a garden leaves the world a 
little bit better place. You've got big ideas, big plans, lots of passion, and 
sometimes you maybe feel a little bit frustrated or overwhelmed because 
you have limited resources, limited time, maybe you have a busy family, 
limited budget. If this sounds like you, you're in the right place. 

 I believe that our gardens need to be a part of our lives and that 
everybody, even with a really busy life, can garden and our gardens are 
better places when they're connected to the wider world, to our 
community, to the rest of the ecosystem, so lots of life, lots of 
biodiversity, and they must be safe and welcoming places for our whole 
family. 

 Once again, my name is Amy Landers and my online home is 
gardensthatmatter.com. My offline home is Western North Carolina near 
Asheville. I've been a nature nerd for as long as I can remember, and here 
I am with my first compost bin for an eighth grade science fair project. 
About 25 years later, here's my youngest son helping me make a new 
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compost bin. My husband Colby and I have three boys and you know 
there are a lot of messes and mischief and toad-catching around here. 
We talk a lot about connections between ourselves and other animals, 
animals and plants, plants and soil. It's that last set of connections 
between plants and soil that I really want to highlight today. 

 If you have strong connections between your plants and your soil, your 
garden is going to be a healthier place. You are going to have more 
success in your garden. In this class, here's what we're going to cover. 
We're going to talk a little bit about why healthy soil equals happy plants. 
I'm going to show you how to gauge the health of your soil in 10 minutes 
or less. You're going to learn how to avoid the big three composting 
mistakes, and along the way we're going to explore four habits that you 
can practice to create and care for healthy soil. As we look at these four 
habits, I'm going to be asking you what you do in these areas in your own 
garden and what actions you want to take going forward. I want to 
encourage you to write this down. Get out a pen and paper. We know 
that we remember and follow through when we write things down.  

 If you have questions, jot those down and then you can ask them in the 
comments below. I'll do my best to answer all those today. If you would 
like a printable worksheet, that is part of our freebie package over at 
gardenthatsmatter.com/hgfs for Home Grown Food Summit. You can 
click on the picture of me holding some compost next to this video. In 
that printable worksheet, we'll have the prompts that go along with this 
lesson along with some other things I'll highlight later on in the class. 
Now, if you are out and about listening to this on the go or listening to it 
while you're doing some chores, these printouts are going to be really 
helpful for you because you can come back to them, sit down and really 
review and plot out your actions going forward. 

 First and foremost, you need to understand what I mean by healthy soil. 
You might think about drainage or fertility, aggregates or texture of your 
soil, the tilth of your soil. Those things are all related to healthy soil and 
can be good indicators of what your soil is like, but in this class we are 
talking about healthy soil that is full of life. For example, this bowl, which 
is a couple cups of soil, it's enriched by compost and living plants up until 
a few minutes ago when we dug it out. This bowl holds millions or billions 
of bacteria. It holds miles and miles of fungal hyphae from mycorrhizal 
fungi. It's got thousands of nematodes, thousands of protozoans, dozens 
of little arthropods and mites, microarthropods, handful of larger 
arthropods, I saw a little millipede earlier, and a few earthworms as well. 
This soil is full of life. 
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 If you had the right tools, you could peek into this thriving world in our 
soil, but most of us don't have access to high-powered microscopes. Even 
when we do, we can only see bits and pieces, glimpses of what's going on 
in there. I want to use an analogy to help you picture what's happening in 
this soil. You can imagine healthy soil as a coral reef at a much smaller 
scale, less water, less light, but still tons of life, diversity, movement, 
predator and prey. Since it's dark, you don't have adaptations like colors 
and patterns, but you do have adaptations around chemical compounds 
or physical structure. What is at the heart of this tiny underground coral 
reef? Roots. Plant roots.  

 The zone around our plant roots we call the rhizosphere. The rhizosphere 
is where we find all of the life that we talked about in our healthy soil, the 
bacteria, the fungi, the other microbes, and the larger organisms as well. 
That is because plants are farming the soil. They are sending 50% to 60% 
of their energy down to their roots. The sugars they create through 
photosynthesis, collecting sunlight and they turn that into sugars, 
carbohydrates, they pump them down into their roots and send them out 
into the soil as sugary substances. We call them exudates. These sugary 
substances are feeding bacteria and fungi.  

 In exchange, soil microbes bring nutrients to the plant. They bring water 
to the plant. Fungal networks can reach much farther than plant roots 
alone. They are helping provide defense against pathogens and pests. 
Plants with healthy living herds of microbes around their roots are going 
to be more drought resistant, more disease resistant, and they're going 
to produce more of the fruits and vegetables and flowers that we are 
looking for as gardeners. 

 Now, we're just beginning to understand all these connections, but we 
know the soil microbes are important for plant health just as we know 
that in our own intestines, in our gut the bacterial flora is important for 
our own health. We've noticed something important. Researchers have 
found that plants are actively feeding these soil microbes, the soil food 
web, unless we get in the way. When we use chemical fertilizers, the 
plants stop pumping exudates, those sugary substances, out of their 
roots, and they say "Why should I waste my energy doing that when 
you're providing all this nutrition for me in these chemical-concentrated 
fertilizers?" But then you can't step back out of that cycle, right? You are 
the one that's then feeding the plant instead of the soil food web 
supporting the plant. When we use fungicides and herbicides and other 
biocides, we are killing the life in the soil. That's the opposite of what we 
want to do, right? We want more life in our soil.  
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 Finally, when we use heavy tillage, when we're turning the soil a lot, 
we're disrupting that soil food web. We are turning over the soil, drying 
things out. We're killing organisms. We're breaking up fungal networks 
and really knocking back the populations.  

 Guess what kind of plants grow well in soil that has been disturbed a lot, 
that doesn't have a lot of life in it? Weeds. Weeds are tough and scrappy. 
They're grow where nothing else will grow, but they'll also grow in our 
nice, gorgeous garden soil. They are pioneers. They are plants that excel 
at coming into tough places, growing in soils that don't have a lot of 
fertility or that don't have a lot of life in them because they're building up 
the soil as they grow. In our gardens, we would like to short circuit that 
process, right? We don't need those weeds to do the work for us if we 
can maintain healthy soil in our gardens. 

 How can we encourage these natural systems and the healthy soil food 
web so that we don't have to deal with the weeds, so that we're not kind 
of setting ourselves back every time we do work in the garden? Let's look 
at four habits. These habits are part of the framework that we use in our 
flagship course Foundations of a Happy Garden. We actually have seven 
habits in the course and they spell out the acronym SOILART. I've got this 
infographic as one of the pieces in the freebie package for you. 

 Now, we don't have time today to cover all seven. We're going to really 
focus in on the four because I want this to be actionable. I want you to be 
able to take this and go to work in your garden. A quick note for this term 
that I'm using, habit. A habit is simply a shortcut that your brain uses to 
not have to think about and decide about every single thing you do in a 
day. Our lives are full of habits. Habits actually have three parts. We call it 
the habit loop. They've got a trigger, a routine, and a reward.  

 Teeth brushing is a habit. You probably have a cue like finishing a meal or 
putting on pajamas. Then you've got your routine and I would bet that 
you could brush your teeth without even thinking about it. You don't 
have to think about the process of getting the toothpaste on there and 
which parts of your mouth to brush, right? Then the reward often is like 
that cool, fresh feeling in your mouth. In fact, toothpaste is designed to 
give you that feeling, that reward. That's a really simple example of a 
habit, but we can use this idea of habits in our gardens. 

 Now, we go more into the brain science in the course, but here's the 
takeaway. When you are intentional, you can craft habits that help you 
make decisions more quickly and take action consistently. In our gardens, 
we want to be making decisions and taking actions that build on each 
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other. We want to see that incremental process year after year, season 
after season, and I find that healthy soil habits are one of the best ways 
to make this kind of incremental progress in our garden. 

 Habit one set a goal. I use the singular here, a goal, on purpose. When 
you focus on one thing, you are going to achieve more than when you are 
scattered trying to do a hundred different things. How does this apply to 
soil health? Why does this matter for your soil? Well, as you'll see there 
are dozens, hundreds, maybe even thousands of different ways, tools, 
and tactics that you can use to improve your soil. That's true for most 
things in life, right? We've got endless options and that often leads to 
overwhelm. When you focus in on one goal, you can easily eliminate 
most of that overwhelming extra information because you are focused on 
achieving this one thing and the steps it's going to take to get you there. 

 For example, if your goal is to plant a new garden bed by June then 
you're probably focused on finding and adding compost. If your goal is to 
grow the best tomatoes ever, you might be figuring out which 
mycorrhizal fungi to use and where to find it and how to best take care of 
it. If you are focused on being able to produce your own compost over 
time, then maybe you're focused on that production piece. How are you 
finding all the sources? Where are you going to get all the materials and 
how are you going to manage those piles? You can see how figuring out 
your goal, your priority, is going to help you focus in on your to-do list. 

 Now, of course, we all have lots of different things going on, and the 
purpose of this one goal is to help you get some clarity around that and 
to help you decide when you have limited resources, limited time, limited 
budget, what are the most important things. They are going to move you 
towards that goal. 

 If you had to, if you were pressed to narrow it down to just one goal for 
your garden, what would it be? When you pick a goal, you want to pick 
something that's specific and that you can do within the next three 
months or less. If it's too vague, anything that's too distant that's going to 
be like a big goal, like a self-sufficient homestead would be a really big 
goal that you probably couldn't achieve in three months, so how do you 
break that down? You're going to break it down into smaller chunks, 
three months or less. You want those chunks to be easy to measure, 
right? You want to be able to look at that goal that you've set and say 
"Yes, I did it. Ha ha," or say "Nope, not there yet. Here are the next steps 
or here is a next step I can take to move toward that goal." You can see 
how setting a goal can be really clarifying in a world where we all have 
too many things on our to-do list. 
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 On your page, on that printable, choose that goal, that top priority and 
then outline a few next steps. What are the next three or four steps that 
you can take to move toward it? Then you might go ahead and schedule 
the next one, right? Put it on your calendar.  

 In this Home Grown Food Summit, you are going to have a ton of 
information and I encourage you to really take it in, let it wash over you. 
The good stuff is going to stick. You can purchase a copy of it so that you 
have it to come back to. Don't try to do everything that all of us 
recommend, right? It's not even possible. Choose the things that will 
move you towards your goal and put the others, file the others away. 
Make those connections. Download those freebies and save them for the 
future. 

 Habit number two is observe. Of course, this is a very important principle 
in permaculture, observation. How are you observing things in your 
garden on a daily or weekly basis? Maybe there's things you're keeping 
track of monthly or yearly. Equally important, what is that way to keep 
track? Do you keep a journal? Are you using your camera? I actually love 
to use my phone camera and I'll take pictures of the whole process from 
seed to sprout to flower to fruit. I have a system where I store the photos 
where I can see from year to year changes. I can see different varieties. I 
use tags.  

 One of my students, Julie, uses a really cool plant profile to really observe 
and understand what she's growing. She picks her favorite plants out. She 
keeps track of when they are planted, when they bloom, when they fruit, 
and then does extra research that she has there so that she can really 
take care of those plants well. That's something she's using mostly for 
perennials, but it could be applied for any kind of plant that you love to 
grow. What other ideas do you have? What ways are you tracking your 
observations in your garden? 

 When it comes to soil health, what are the things that you should be 
observing? Well, the first thing I encourage you to do is to just take time 
to stop and smell your soil. Use your senses to experience your soil. 
Touch it. Smell it. What are the colors? What are the textures. Roll it 
between your hands. Get it wet and see how it feels. Is it silty? Clayey? 
Sticky? Sandy? Get out there and feel it. We often take our soil for 
granted. Unless we're down there planting in it, we tend to kind of forget 
about it because a lot of what we're interested in is growing above it. Get 
out there and see what's happening. Look for what's living in it. What 
weeds are there? They're a good indicator of what's happening in that 
patch of soil. What kind of animals can you find? Our action for this habit 
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in just a minute is going to be focused on one of those animals that we 
find in our soil, our earthworms. 

 What's happening when it rains? How does it drain? Where does the 
water move across your land. Use your senses first to really get an idea of 
what's happening with your soil, and then you can call in some scientific 
help. You can use microscopes and magnifying glasses, pH tests, and a 
soil test from a laboratory to give you an even deeper understanding of 
what's happening. You can find out about chemical makeup and physical 
particles and biological makeup of your soil. The thing to remember with 
those soil tests, when you send a soil test off to a lab, is to keep in mind 
that that is a snapshot of your soil. At that moment in that spot, or 
maybe it's a representative sample so it's kind of a larger spot, but it's 
just a snapshot. It's useful information, but it only works for you when it's 
taken into account with all the rest of the information you can gather 
with your own senses. 

 Next, we are going to take action with one of my favorite soil health 
tests. I call it the worm count. We are going to use earthworms as our 
indicator species for soil health. Now, why earthworms? Well, most of us 
have earthworms in our soils. This is a pretty good place to start. If you 
don't have earthworms in your soil, this one won't apply for you, but 
most of you will.  

 Now, earthworms are kind of middle level in our soil food chain. We've 
got the tiniest bacteria and fungi being eaten my nematodes and 
protozoa and earthworms are eating all of those things. When we have 
lots of earthworms, that's a pretty good sign that we've got lots of other 
smaller soil microbes to feed those earthworms. They're a good indicator 
species in that way. 

 One quick caution. Don't try to do this test in the middle of winter or if 
the soil is extremely wet or extremely dry. It won't work very well in 
those conditions. If it is a hot and sunny day, you are going to want to 
make sure to get your soil sample out of the sun into the shade as you're 
counting the worms so that you don't dry your worms out before you 
have a chance to return them to the soil. 

 All right, here's what you're going to do. Step one is to gather your 
supplies. You're going to need a shovel, a ruler, a bucket, a sheet of 
cardboard or paper, a paper grocery sac opened up flat would work for 
this, and optionally gloves. Step two, you're going to measure a hole 
about 12 inches wide by 12 inches long.  
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 Here and here just like so we'll know where we're going to dig a hole. 
We're drawing the outline of our hole. Good.  

Ollie: Nobody get my shovel out. 

Amy Landers: Good. Okay, now, I'm going to put the other side of the hole. Now, draw 
on the inside there and there. Perfect. Good. Okay. This, we're going to 
dig this much soil right here, this square, and that's what we're going to 
put here. 

 Step three, you're going to dig a hole about six inches deep and you're 
going to move that soil onto the paper or the cardboard that you brought 
with you. 

 Okay. Ollie, you want to start looking at worms? Are you going to dig 
worms or are you going to dig down here? 

Ollie: I'm going to dig down there. 

Amy Landers: Try not to step on this soil. Obviously, there's worms inside it and lots of 
other living things.  

 We're putting all the soil up here. Parker, will you come help me count 
worms? Come over here. Walk around here. See how many worms we 
can get. 

 Now, it's time to count the worms. I like to use a bucket and put a little 
bit of soil in the bucket and then drop the worms in as we count.  

Parker: Okay. Nine. 

Amy Landers: Nine. Count. That's 10. Whoa, there's a ton of worms. 11. Don't get 
anymore soil. Oh my gosh, this is great. 18. No, don't put them in your 
pocket.  

Speaker 4: Are those worms? 

Parker: Yeah. 

Amy Landers: 20, 21, 22.  

 Be sure to write down your answer and depending on how clean, if you 
have somebody who's writing with clean hands in a journal you could go 
ahead and write down where you're doing the test and the date. 
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Otherwise, carry that muddy piece of paper back inside and you can 
transfer it to your normal recordkeeping space.  

 Finally, you are going to release those worms into a nearby space. If this 
is the only test you're doing today, you can put them right back into their 
hole. If you're going on to do some other tests, then you'll want to just 
put them in nearby, maybe tuck them under some mulch where they can 
safely wriggle their way back underground. 

 You can see how this is a super easy test. Now, you have this number of 
worms, but what do these results mean? Well, if you find in your 12" x 
12" x 6" block of soil between zero to nine worms your soil probably 
needs some attention. You need to definitely do the work that we're 
going to talk about later in this lesson. If you find between 10 and 19 
worms, that's a good sign that your soil is healthy but has more potential. 
Now, if you find 20-plus worms, that means your soil is brimming with life 
and you should definitely keep up the good work. If you didn't have a lot 
of worms in your soil, if you had some but not very many, or even if you 
had a lot and you want to make sure you have a lot going forward, what 
can you do to help those worms, to help the soil food web?  

 Now, it's time for habit number three, which is increase organic matter. 
When we talk about organic matter, this is a term that can cover a lot of 
ground. When we're talking soil, organic matter is specifically the 
biological material that includes soil life and decomposing remains and 
wastes of living things, so dead roots, manures, decaying leaves. Anything 
that was once living is now decaying in the soil, that's part of our organic 
matter. 

 Increasing organic matter can be done in many different ways. Can use 
manures or cover crops or mulches or compost. That last one, compost, is 
what we want to focus in on today because I think this is one of the best 
ways to increase organic matter and increase living organisms because 
compost is full of life in your soil. You need a composting habit because it 
gives you a regular supply of that organic material, black gold, to come 
into your garden, into your growing spaces, your containers, your raised 
beds, your garden beds. And this is the other key thing about 
composting, it is the way that you're going to recycle all of the organic 
waste coming out of your household. It's really key to being sustainable 
to do composting. 

 If you are new to composting, you've never done it or you've only done it 
a little, I want you to be sure to get those composting freebies after this 
class so that you get our composting flow chart to help you find the best 



   
 

12 
 

 

compost method for you and you'll get our invitation to our Quick Start 
to Composting class. This class is really focused on beginners and my bet 
is that most of you are not beginners. Most of you watching this Home 
Grown Food Summit are probably active composters, and so I wanted to 
highlight the three big composting mistakes. You can see if you are 
making any of these mistakes and figure out how to fix them as well. 

 Composting mistake number one is on again, off again composting. You 
might be making this mistake if you find yourself sometimes throwing 
food waste in the trash can because your compost collection bin is full or 
it's maybe sitting out on the compost bin waiting to get washed out or it's 
sitting on the porch because it's raining and you didn't want to take it all 
the way out to the compost pile. Sometimes it's easier to just toss those 
organic food scraps in the trash rather than deal with the composting, 
right? You might be making this mistake if each spring you realize "I don't 
have enough compost for my garden. This year I'm going to do it." So, 
you're back on again, right? For a few months it works and then 
something breaks down again. 

 If you think you might fall into this category of on again, off again 
composting where sometimes your full speed ahead and sometimes 
you're not so much, then my guess is your system is missing a key 
ingredient and that is convenience. You want to design a system for 
composting all the way from the collection bin to the pile, probably 
outside, where it's easy and it becomes a habit, it's thoughtless, right? It's 
the automatic place where things go.  

 Think through your system and actually write down the steps so that 
you're thinking "Okay, step one open the lid of my bin. Step two, scrape 
the cutting board in there." Then your like "Oh, that lid is really a pain to 
open because it's like suction shut and sometimes it doesn't shut right." 
You're like "Oh, there's a place where it's like having friction in the 
process." Maybe your collection bin is too small, and so as you're thinking 
through this process of like "Okay, I fill it up twice a week, and so then I 
take it out," or "I fill it up every day and I just don't have time to take it 
out every day." You start to identify the problems in your personal 
system and figure out ways to make it more convenient, to make it 
easier. If it is easier for you to scrape the apple cores into the trash can 
than to drop them into your compost bucket, it's going to be really hard 
to have a good composting habit. Think through how you can make it 
really easy to collect and really easy to get out to your compost bin. 

 Think through your collection process and think about what can you do to 
make it more convenient. You might also need to move your compost 
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pile. If it is far away, we'll talk about that in just a minute, it's going to be 
less convenient to empty your collection of organic waste into it. Think 
through that whole process and identify if there's places you can make it 
more convenient. 

 Composting mistake number two is the dump and run. You might be 
making this mistake if you dread emptying your compost pale into the 
outside bin and you kind of run and dump it in there and then run away 
or you hold your breath and you open your tumbler and you dump it in 
there and you close it as quick as you can. Maybe there's some slime. 
Maybe there's some flies. It's probably kind of gross and you just kind of 
have this feeling of like "Ugh, it's such a big job. I'm going to have to deal 
with it." Right? You have the dump and run compost problem, so what 
are you going to do about it? You probably have too much nitrogen-rich 
materials, too many green materials going into your compost. Let's do a 
quick greens and browns primer. 

 When we think about composting materials, we kind of categorize them 
into green or brown. Greens are nitrogen-rich. Browns are carbon-rich. 
Greens tend to be fresh and have a lot of moisture content. When we put 
them into our compost piles, they kind of heat it up, right? They are 
bacteria food. Greens are bacteria food and the bacteria produce heat as 
they reproduce and live through their lifecycle. Browns, carbon-rich 
materials, tend to be dryer. They often have died and been harvested 
standing, so straw would be a brown material, or they're woody like 
paper or bark. Now, these carbon-rich materials are great fungal food. 
Now that said, fungi need carbon and nitrogen and bacteria need 
nitrogen and carbon, so our compost piles need a mix of carbon and 
nitrogen, greens and browns. 

 Now, you can get really in-depth with the ratio, but we're not going to go 
there right now. What I want you to remember is if that pile, your dump-
and-run pile, is slimy and stinky and attracting flies, it needs more brown 
materials. It needs a brown cover material, and so you need to think 
about how you can have some brown material near your compost bin so 
that it's easy. As soon as you dump it, instead of running you're going to 
dump and cover. You're going to cover with that brown material and 
that's really going to help. Now, you might have a second bin, like a wire 
bin that has some shredded leaves. They're a great brown material for 
your compost. You might be using paper. If you're using a worm bin, you 
might be adding more bedding. There's lots of options in the greens and 
browns, but in this case we need more browns. 
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 Now, there's one other thing that might be happening if your dump-and-
run pile is stinky. That is that it might need air. It might have gone 
anaerobic. All of the things that we want in our healthy compost piles are 
aerobic. They need oxygen. Think about aerobic exercise. If your pile has 
gotten compacted and is anaerobic, it's going to be stinky even if you 
cover it with some brown material. What you need to do in that case is to 
turn it or to aerate it and that way your kind of starting fresh. As you go, 
you might need to add some brown material to balance it out, but air and 
the carbon materials are going to help you manage any kind of stinky pile 
that you've got. 

 Compost mistake number three is the back-40 compost pile. In this 
situation, your house is here and your compost pile is way over in the 
back 40, the back corner, maybe over behind the shed. It is a total pain to 
get to. It might look a little bit like a stick pile or a brush pile because you 
never put your kitchen scraps in there because it's too much of a pain. 
Your pile is not active, it's not getting hot, and you probably think "Why 
do I even do this? I'm not even getting any compost out of it. It never 
decays."  

 If you live especially in an arid climate, your pile is going to be dry and 
you're definitely not going to have much action going on, not much 
decomposition. Your compost pile to be successful is going to need that 
moisture. All of the workers in our compost pile, bacteria and the fungi, 
have to have water to function. They actually live in the film of water 
around the participles in our compost pile. If you don't have much green 
material going in, you're not going to have as much moisture. In this case, 
you might need to be adding more green material. Some of your grass 
clippings, your kitchen scraps might need to come to your back-40 pile. 
You might have to move your back-40 pile closer to the house to make 
that easier to do, right?  

 Another option is to figure out how to get the greens back there and then 
make sure you have a water source. Can you run a hose there during the 
nonfreezing season so that it's easy to water whenever you add material? 
Is there a building nearby that you can add a rain barrel and catch that 
water? Make sure that you've got that source of green and the source of 
moisture and your back-40 compost pile even way out in the back 40 can 
be successful. 

 Action time. If you haven't jotted any down yet, take a moment. Are you 
making any of these mistakes? Do you need to make any tweaks or fixes 
based on what we've talked about? How are you creating that compost 
so that you can increase organic matter in your soil? That organic matter 
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both contains the living things that we're looking for in our soil food web 
and feeds them. It's really important in our healthy soil to have sources of 
organic matter and compost is definitely my favorite. 

 Habit number four is layer on mulch. What's going on in your garden? Do 
you have any naked garden beds? Bare soil is a no-no for healthy soil. We 
want to have several inches of mulch at a minimum on our garden beds. 
Now, there is one exception and that is for native bees. Native bees often 
use mud either to make their nest or they're actually burrowing down in 
there and they're ground-nesting bees. These are solitary gentle bees, 
and so you do want to have some bare soil for these native bees. Maybe 
a hillside that's kind of got some sparse grasses planted in it.  

 In general, in our gardens, especially in places where we're really 
intensively growing, we want to have mulch. It's going to be adding 
organic matter, which is what we talked about in habit number three, 
right? It's also going to moderate our soil temperatures and our soil 
moisture. It's going to prevent compaction. It's got all kinds of benefits, 
and you can usually find a local source of mulch that's going to be free or 
inexpensive. 

 For your action step, I want you to think about where could you get 
mulch. What kind of sources are local for you? Could you collect fall 
leaves and save them up to use as mulch? Is there a tree company you 
could call? Maybe neighbors want to drop their grass clippings off? If you 
can find a source of spoiled hay or straw, that can be really great mulch. 
Now, do be sure that that hay and straw is organic or unsprayed. You 
need to know that it doesn't have persistent herbicides on it. Maybe you 
have a source of seaweed or some other material that you can use for 
mulch. Work on brainstorming possible mulch sources for yourself. 

 For those of you who are already mulching or who are like "I'm on board, 
I got it, I know where I'm going to get it," I'm going to challenge you to 
up-level your mulching. What I mean by that is you need to match your 
mulch to your plant. I'm going to tell you a little bit of background so that 
you can figure out this match. The first thing to understand is over time 
soils evolve from bacterially dominate soils in disturbed soils and 
grasslands. These are soils where there's more bacteria than fungi. Over 
time, those fungal networks grow, and so we get fungally dominate soils. 
In old-growth forests, there is a ton of fungi in that soil. 

 Certain plants that we like to grow prefer bacterial or fungal soils. 
Vegetables and grasses tend to grow best in bacterial soils. Trees and 
shrubs tend to grow best in fungal soils. If you'll remember back to our 
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green and brown primer, we talked about greens are bacteria food, 
browns are fungal food. We can match our mulch using this idea. Our 
annual vegetables prefer bacterial soils. We use a green mulch. Grass 
clippings or seaweed or really finely shredded leaves would be a green 
mulch that's encouraging supporting bacterial populations in that soil. On 
the other hand, our trees and our shrubs they prefer the fungal soils, and 
so we're going to use a brown mulch like roughly shredded leaves or 
wood chips because those mulches are going to support fungal 
populations. 

 Now, there's one type of mulch that can fit both these categories, 
bacterial and fungal, and that is compost. Compost is great mulch. It can 
be used in a thick layer, finished compost or almost finished compost, 
and it's really going to protect the soil. It's going to have great nutrition 
for the whole soil food web and for your plants, it's going to be full of life 
itself, and it's pretty weed-free if you've made your compost well. 

 Let's wrap up with a quick review. We talked about four of our healthy 
soil habits. Set a goal, observe, increase organic matter, compost, and 
layer on mulch. Thank you so much for joining me today for this 
presentation and tell me below, in the comments below let me know 
which of these habits is going to be most useful for you in your garden in 
the coming year. What actions are you going to take? Are you making any 
of those composting mistakes? How are you going to fix them? If you 
have questions about soil and compost and mulch, definitely I would love 
for you to drop it into the comments below. I'll do my best to answer 
those today. You're also welcome to email me at 
amy@gardensthatmatter.com. I do hope you'll come over and see us and 
grab those composting freebies. Until I see you again, happy gardening. 

 

 

 

 

                                      

                            For more information about growing your own food and medicine, 
please visit our website. 
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