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Your Leaves: To Love ’Em Is to Leave ’Em…

An Environmental & Cost-Saving Initiative of the Village Green Policy Task Force

Your leaves are a valuable resource that many property owners let go to waste every fall by having them blown into piles on the street or perhaps raked into brown landscaping bags stacked curb-side, left for Village DPW pickup. Too often these vast piles spread out creating a safety hazard for drivers, as well as washing into the storm drains, potentially clogging the Village’s storm sewers. Leaves decaying on the street also release nutrients such as phosphate and nitrogen (aka “fertilizer”) which eventually wash into our rivers. Ugh! What a mess!

So as a homeowner or property owner, are there better options? What approach to dealing with fall’s bounty of leaves can be adopted by both homeowner and lawn care crews so as to embrace a greener, cost-saving methodology? 

Answer: Leave ’em in place!  

Mulching (shredding) in-place is the best and simplest solution. It is easy to learn, easy to implement, gets great “green” points, and better yet: actually saves time & money!

As an example of budget figures (and thus a source of possible tax savings), the Village averages $30k in dumping fees to the county each fall for leaves carted off our streets. Combined with labor costs (vacuuming and raking leaf pickup), equipment maintenance, gas, etc., the seasonal costs are often well over $100k for the village. Removing leaves from our waste stream potentially eliminates this cost, resulting in reduced Village expenses. 

Mulched leaves are a low cost way to naturally fertilize your lawn and to mulch your landscape beds. Benefits of applying leaf mulch to your garden include:
· Increases water holding capacity of soil, absorption of rainwater runoff.

· Lightens clay soils and gives fluff to sandy soils.

· Cools roots in summer and provides additional temperature protection in winter.

· Increase nutrients in the soil.

· Increases biological activity of earthworms, microbes & beneficial soil organisms.

· Eliminates or reduces yard waste from the entering municipal “waste stream”.

· It’s a free “fertilizer” for your landscape plants, vegetable garden and lawn.

By now you’re thinking, “OK, I’m sold! So how do I mulch-in-place? What’s the secret?”

It’s as simple as shredding your leaves into smaller pieces. You can shred ’em using a lawn mower (preferably a mulching mower or a mower with a mulching attachment), a leaf shredder, a leaf blower / vacuum shredder, or even a DYI setup using a weed whacker inside a trash can. Like magic, leaf volume when shredded reduces up to 10:1.
The trick is to shred ’em “in place” where possible. This means to shred ’em directly on your lawn into fine pieces. These will break down over the winter and fertilize your grass as well as help to prevent excessive turf compaction.  On your driveway, rake into piles and shred ’em, then collect the finely chopped mulch and apply it to your garden beds 2”-3” thick as you would any other mulch. 

Leaves in your wooded areas? Simply leave ’em alone and let ’em decompose naturally. After all, your trees have evolved to recycle their leaves, thereby fertilizing themselves and helping to maintain the vigor of their root zones.

The one “problem” area may be your landscape garden beds including ground cover areas. Un-shredded leaves can be heavy and damp (especially oak and sycamore) and may lead to perennial crown rot in some species. Carefully pull, rake or blow off the leaves from the beds, then shred and apply the fluffy mulch back onto the beds.

But wait! There’s more: any excess leaves left over from your mulching can be used in your compost pile, as well. These serve as a “brown” layer in your compost recipe. (Shredded leaves in your pile undergo speeded-up decomposition.)

If you use a landscape maintenance company, your landscaper may require some initial instruction in these greener practices, but once he does, you'll both see an improvement in your topsoil and plantings. (We have testimonials from landscapers about their success with this approach, and resources are available to educate landscapers as well as homeowners about these techniques—see our web pages, below.) 

We may all need a bit of “re-training” to adopt “Love ’Em and Leave ’Em.” Watch for upcoming Green Policy Task Force public education sessions on mulching-in-place and composting. For more information and resources visit the GPTF pages on the Village website (www.irvingtonny.gov/green) or contact the GPTF at green@irvingtonny.gov.
The sooner everyone’s leaves are “mulched-in-place” or composted on-site, the sooner we can start saving budget dollars AND benefit our shared environment by eliminating the senseless trucking of valuable leaf resources into another county or community. It’s a win-win situation. Save green by going green! It just makes Cents!
Thanks!

The Irvington Green Policy Task Force
