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5. Grasscycle

Description
Grass clippings have about 4% nitrogen
in them. When they are left on the
lawn, they can meet some of the lawn’s
nitrogen needs, as well as supply an
array of other nutrients.

Applications 
� Leave the clippings on the lawn after

mowing, except during the limited
time of the year when the grass is
too wet or too long.

� Look for more detailed information in
A Landscaper’s Guide to Grasscycling.
Go to www.BayFriendly.org to
download a free copy.

Benefits
Nutrients in the grass clippings are made
available to plants. Fertilizer
requirements can be reduced by as
much as 50%, thereby lowering your
costs and protecting water quality.

Description
Mulch is any material spread evenly over
the surface of the soil. Organic materials,
including chipped landscape debris, are
preferable over inorganic materials
because they supply nutrients over time.
Nitrogen ‘drag’ is usually not a problem,
even when woody materials are used.

Applications 
� Keep 2-4 inches of an organic mulch

over the surface of the soil at all
times, or at least until plants grow to
cover the soil. Typically, larger particle
size mulches are better for weed 
control.

Tips for Success

Indicators of Quality Compost:
� Dark brown color.
� Sweet, earthy smell.
� Small, fairly uniform particle size.
� No weed sprouts.
� Feedstock is no longer recognizable.
� The producer can tell you the peak temperatures (and how

long the compost stayed at those temperatures).
� A nutrient analysis is available from the producer upon request.
� Compost is Certified by the California Compost Quality

Council (CCQC Certified).

� Designate less visible areas, away from
storm drains, for leaves to remain as
mulch after they fall.

� Look for more detailed how-to
information in A Landscaper’s Guide to
Mulch. Go to www.BayFriendly.org to
download a free copy.

Benefits

Mulch conserves water, enhances the
growth of plants and the appearance of
the landscape. It can also simplify your
operations – thereby lowering your costs
– by suppressing annual weed growth
and reducing the need for trimming
around trees and poles.

Grasscycling – leaving the clippings on the lawn after mowing – recycles nutrients and
saves time & money.

6. Mulch regularly

We’ll tolerate a
little leaf debris in the beds,

as long as it isn’t impeding

plant health.  Resource-

efficient landscaping is healthy

landscaping.”

— Nate Silin, Owner, New Growth
Landscape, Oakland



Tips for Success
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Sheet Mulching is...
...a layered mulch system. It is a simple and underutilized technique for optimizing the benefits of mulch. Sheet mulch can:

� Suppress weed growth 

� Reduce labor and maintenance costs: weeds are composted in place

� Improve nutrient and water retention in the soil 

� Encourage favorable soil microbial activity and worms

� Enhance soil structure

� Improve plant vigor and health, often leading to improved resistance to pests
and diseases

Sheet mulching can be used either in establishing a new garden or tree planting,
or to enrich existing plantings. In both cases, mulch is applied to bare soil or on
top of cut or flattened weeds. New plantings are planted through the mulch, or
a small area is left open to accommodate established plants and trees.

Step 1: Prepare the site. Knock down or mow existing vegetation so that it
lies flat. Remove only woody or bulky plant material.The organic matter left will
decay and add nutrients to the soil. Add amendments to this layer if a soil
analysis indicates the need for adjustment of pH or minerals. Optional: "jump
start" the decay of weeds and grass by adding compost or manure at the rate
of about 50 lbs/100 square feet. Soak the area with water to start the natural
process of decomposition. It is much easier to soak the ground now, before the
remaining layers of mulch are applied.

Step 2: Add a weed barrier. The next step in sheet mulching is to put
down an organic weed barrier that breaks down with time. It is essential that
the barrier is permeable to water and air. Plastic mulches and geotextile fabrics
are not recommended. Recycled cardboard, a thick layer of newspaper, or old
carpets of natural fiber work well. Many paper companies offer recycled cardboard or paper in rolls of varying widths.Two
or three layers may be required to achieve an adequate thickness. If the weed barrier is applied too thickly, the soil can
become anaerobic. Overlap the pieces of weed barrier 6-8” to completely cover the ground without any breaks, except
where there are established plants you want to save. Leave a generous opening for air circulation around the root crown.
Wet down the cardboard or paper barrier to keep it in place.

Step 3: Layer mulch and compost. The top dressing mimics the newly fallen organic matter of the forest. It must be
free of weed seeds. Good materials for this layer include chipped plant debris, tree prunings, leaves or straw. Well-
decomposed, weed-free compost is also a good material but it should be spread directly over the weed barrier and
covered with bulkier materials such as tree prunings, to optimize weed control. In total, the compost/mulch layer should be
3-5 inches deep. Many materials suitable for the top layer often have an attractive appearance, making sheet mulch a
versatile practice.

Step 4: Plant. Punch a hole in the cardboard and place plants in the soil under the sheet mulch. Smaller plants can often
be planted right into the mulch/compost layer. Add a small amount of compost around the rootball if compost has not been
included in the top layer.

In most cases, the benefits of sheet mulching outweigh the costs. However, as with any mulch, do not pile materials up
against the trunks or stems of plants, to prevent disease.
ADAPTED FROM: C.R. ELEVITCH AND K.M. WILKINSON, SHEET MULCHING: GREATER PLANT AND SOIL HEALTH FOR LESS WORK, PERMANENT AGRICULTURE
RESOURCES AND GEOFF HALL, SHEET MULCH, SENTIENT LANDSCAPE, INC.

Sheet mulched site is ready for planting.
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Recycled cardboard is a good weed barrier.
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Description
Turf on heavy soils and those subject to
lots of use become compacted, which
can increase their susceptibility to weeds,
drought, disease & insect damage.

Applications 
� Mechanically aerate soil under turf at

least once each year : the number of
times will depend on use and soil
type. Aerating in the spring is best.
Avoid doing so in summer.Topdress
with compost following aeration.

� Deep tap-rooted plants can be
seeded to break up compacted soils
in non-turf areas. Mow before plants
have gone to seed, leaving organic
matter on the soil surface as mulch.

� Use power augers or water jets to
create holes in compacted soil around
trees and shrubs. Fill with compost.

� If it is not possible to remove topsoil
or otherwise protect it during
construction, specify that the soil be
mechanically aerated before amending
and planting.

Benefits
Aerating and then topdressing with
compost relieves compaction, stimulates
root growth and disease resistance.
Plants are more easily established. Water
and fertilizer requirements may be
lessened.

Compost Tea is...
... a water extract of mature compost. Nutrients, including a wide variety of
macro and micronutrients, and beneficial microorganisms diffuse into the extract
from the compost during the ‘brewing’ process.

Using compost tea can help re-establish a healthy soil foodweb that:

� Suppresses disease
� Cycles and retains nutrients
� Improves soil structure
� Decreases the need for pesticide & fertilizer use’

Starting with a quality, fully mature, microbially diverse compost is important.
Brewing includes aeration to keep the medium flushed with oxygen and the
aerobic organisms alive and reproducing. Often times molasses, kelp, rock dust
or other ingredients are added to enhance microbial growth. Different recipes
can be effective in encouraging bacterial growth for use of the tea on vegetable
crops, or fungal growth for use on fruit trees. But a diversity of organisms in the
tea optimizes overall disease suppression, nutrient retention and cycling.

Compost tea is best used soon – within hours and no later than 1 day - after it
is produced. It can be sprayed onto lawns, the foliage of trees and ornamentals
or to the soil under them.Thorough coverage of leaf surfaces is important and
the best time of day for applying to foliage is in the evening.

For more information:
www.composttea.org
Compost Tea Brewing Manual, www.soilfoodweb.com

Equipment for Brewing Compost Tea:
EPM, Inc., www.composttea.com Growing Solutions, www.growingsolutions.com
SoilSoup, www.soilsoup.com

“Part of our organic
maintenance
package
includes using
compost tea, a
liquid extract
of high-grade compost.  Foliar
application replaces fungicide.
The high beneficial microbe
content excludes disease. We
also apply it to soil for plant
fertility. We are currently
using compost tea on our
residential construction and
maintenance contracts.”

— Jake Cacciato, Superintendent,
Jensen Corporation Landscape 
Contractors, Cupertino

8. Feed soils naturally 

Description
There are important benefits to
regularly adding a thin layer of good
compost to the surface of the soil under
turf, perennials, shrubs or trees, or
drenching the soil with compost tea.

Applications 
� Feed turf, especially after aeration, by

topdressing with finely screened
compost: one-fourth of an inch
applied 2-4 times per year will show
good results.

� Apply compost once or twice each
year to the base of the plant or under
the dripline. Be sure the compost is
free of weed seeds and the plant is
also mulched at an optimum
thickness. You can scatter the
compost over the mulch and it will
settle to the surface of the soil.

� As an alternative, feed the soil around
trees and shrubs with compost tea.
Refer to the tip on Compost Tea.

Benefits
A strong soil foodweb, which makes
nutrients available to the plants and
protects water quality, is nurtured.

Tips for Success

7. Aerate compacted soils
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9.Avoid synthetic, quick
release fertilizers

Description
Synthetic, quick release fertilizers
frequently wash through the soil before
they are even taken up by the plants.
They can also damage soil microbial
populations or cause a flush of tender
new plant growth that is very attractive
to sucking insects. Furthermore, many
well-chosen California native plants
thrive without fertilizers. Most other
plants do not need the quick release
fertilizers that are often applied on a
scheduled basis. Plant nutrient
requirements can be met with compost,
naturally derived fertilizers or slow-
release synthetic fertilizers as a last
resort.

Applications 
� Kick the chemical habit: base feedings

on a soil analysis or other clear
indications of need, not on a calendar.

� Use compost to establish beneficial
soil organisms and release nutrients
over the long term.

� Sow nitrogen fixing or deep rooted
cover crops, then till them in before
they go to seed.

� Use blood and bone meal, fishmeal or
kelp, examples of naturally derived
fertilizers that release nutrients in a 
1- 4 month time frame.

� Use synthetic fertilizers as a last
resort and select slow release
fertilizers.

� Do not use weed and feed
formulations.

Benefits
Slow release fertilizers make nutrients
available to the plants when they are
needed, and are therefore often a better
value. Flushes of growth that result in
pest infestations or plant waste are less
likely.

Description
Many pesticides are toxic to microbes
and other soil dwelling creatures such as
earthworms: these toxins can reduce the
diversity of soil life, select for resistant
organisms or even increase soil pathogen
density.

Applications 
Learn and offer integrated pest
management to your clients. If pesticides
are absolutely necessary – choose the
least toxic alternative. Refer to the
description of Integrated Pest
Management in the section Protecting
Water and Air Quality and visit the
websites: www.ipm.udavis.edu or
www.birc.org, or
www.ourwaterourworld.org. 3

Practices

Sample Contract Specifications 
for Nurturing Soil Health:

1. Initial soil analysis shall be performed to determine
drainage and nutrient status and shall be repeated
annually during the transition to Bay-Friendly
Landscape when planning a renovation, or when
experiencing ongoing problems.

2. A soil probe shall be used at every visit to assess
water content.

3. Leaf drop shall become part of the mulch layer in
the tree, shrub or groundcover areas, in an attractive
manner and away from high traffic areas. Leaf drop
shall not be allowed to enter the storm drain.

4. Mulch shall be maintained under all trees and shrubs
and on bare soil with a minimum 2-inch layer of
organic material.To the greatest extent practicable,
[company name] shall not procure mulch products
that originate from forest products. When possible,
[company name] shall give preference to mulch
products that are produced on-site or from
regionally generated plant debris.

5. Fertilizing shall be done on an as needed basis, as
indicated by a soil analysis or other clear indications
of need, not on a calendar basis. Naturally derived
and/or slow release fertilizers are preferred.

Benefits
Minimizing pesticides reduces water
pollution and helps support soil life,
which cycles nutrients and promotes
resistance to plant disease. Your costs
may then be reduced in the long run.

ADAPTED FROM: LANDSCAPE MAINTENANCE PRACTICE FOR WATER
AND GREEN WASTE EFFICIENCY, MUNICIPAL WATER DISTRICT OF
ORANGE COUNTY.

10. Minimize the use of chemical pesticides


