And All The Leaves On The Trees Are Falling…
                "Moon Dance" – Van Morrison
It is the last of October, and the trees are blazing with color. Beautiful as the leaves are, too soon those leaves will be brown and falling to the ground as Nature prepares for the coming winter. And bothersome as they can be, consider that those leaves contain the nutrients that the trees consumed during their growth season. Is there a way to use those nutrients to feed your turf without the hard work of raking and bagging? Yes! Use leaf mulch!
If you just let the leaves lie on the lawn with the hope they will disintegrate on their own or even blow onto your neighbor’s property (they probably won’t), that thick layer of leaves left alone will block sunlight, reducing turf growth. The leaf layer will also trap and hold moisture in the turf canopy, increasing the potential for turf disease.
University researchers report that leaf mulching benefits turf performance. In almost every instance, their results show that chopping up deciduous leaves is an effective means of managing these leaves without harming the turf. Mulching was found to have no undesirable effects on turf quality or color, growth, thatch accumulation, soil pH, weed populations or disease pressure. Michigan State University researchers discovered an overall reduction of dandelions and crabgrass over time because of the leaf "dust" blocking weed seed generation after mulching. The need for expensive chemical seed treatment would probably be reduced as a result. A Purdue study revealed an improvement in the "chemical, physical and biological structure of soil."
Traditional leaf bagging and disposal or burning (gulp) robs homeowners of free and valuable natural plant food. Those fallen leaves can easily be recycled back onto your property. It is not difficult and far less labor-intensive than raking, bagging, and removal. Plus, leaf burning in Mechanicsville and the Town of Ashland urban areas is restricted by county law. 
The Method: Your dry leaves can readily be ground up using your lawn mower or garden tractor raised to the highest setting (remove the catch bag). The discharge chute is usually on the right side, so driving in a clockwise direction will reduce the leaves and their nutrients to almost powder that will “melt” or “disappear” into your ground within a week or so. You may see a leaf residue on the surface of the turf for a few days at first, but it will sift down to the soil quickly and fill in the spaces between turf plants. A word of advice: A straight back and forth mowing pattern used during the growing season is not an efficient method for reducing fallen leaves. Additional passes would be necessary for adequate leaf mulching.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Free natural fertilizer is a great reward for your lawn or the area around the trees. If you have a large area and a leaf vac, you can also pull the shredded leaf residue into an out of the way place and let it compost naturally for about a year.   Remember that unshredded leaves will mat together and compost poorly or not at all. Then, next fall, run your tractor through the composted pile several times. It will result in a fine-grained organic material that can be spread on lawns and/or mixed in your garden beds. It can enhance sandy soils and loosen clay soils. Just remember that leaves are slightly acidic and some bedding plants may react to the acidity.
Unfortunately, these mulching procedures do not apply to pine tree needle droppings because of their resistance to rapid decomposition. These pine tags are most valuable as landscape bedding mulch.
So don't put those mowers away quite yet..."the leaves on the trees are falling..."

David Myers, Hanover County Master Gardener
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