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Fall is the time of year to enjoy color, crisp temperatures, cider, and leaf blowers.  Wait—leaf blowers?  
Although the noise and smell of leaf blowers have replaced raking for many people, the best thing might 
just be to relax and let the leaves fall where they may. 

Conservationists claim that the tradition of raking leaves and sending them to the landfill is harming the 
environment in several ways.  The fuel expended by the collection & removal of leaves, the space they 
take in the landfill if not composted, and the damage to wildlife makes the time-honored removal of 
leaves from our lawns a questionable practice. 

The wildlife benefits of leaves are multiple.  Many moth and butterfly caterpillars overwinter in fallen 
leaves, some of them mimicking the leaves themselves.  Our beloved wooly bear caterpillar (an Isabella 
Tiger Moth larva) uses leaf litter as its winter home.  The leaves serve as insulation for mated 
bumblebee queens, who spend the winter only 1-2” underground and can be damaged by repeated 
thaws and freezing.  In addition, the leaves serve as homes for spiders, snails, beetles, and other small 
critters who in turn help support chipmunks, turtles, toads and birds. 

For the gardener, fallen leaves can be a great source of fertility for next year’s garden.  A leaf pile can be 
left to break down naturally into beautiful leaf mulch, or leaves can be added gradually to your compost 
pile as a source of carbon-rich “brown” material.  Shredding the leaves—you can use a lawnmower—will 
help them break down faster but in the process you may destroy eggs, caterpillars, and chrysalis.  A thin 
layer of mowed leaves on your lawn will serve as fertilizer for the grass.   

You can use the leaves as part of a brush pile to give shelter to birds and insects.  Start the framework 
with branches, and pile leaves on top to serve as added protection.  They will work down inside the 
branches and provide some windbreak and insulation. 

In addition to leaving leaves in your yard, consider letting dead plant stems stand for the winter.  The 
hollow stems of raspberries, elderberries, and Joe Pye weed (to name a few) will house cavity nesting 
bee larvae.  These bees tend to be solitary nesters that hatch out in early spring.  Leaving the stems 
standing will not only give some textured interest to your sleeping garden but ensure that these 
valuable pollinators are given the best possible chance to overwinter and complete their life cycle.  If 
you can leave perennials standing in the garden until the spring nights are staying above 50 degrees, 
most of the bees will have hatched.  (As a bonus, the standing stalk indicates that a perennial plant was 
in that location the previous year and therefore that spot shouldn’t be cultivated even if no plant growth 
is visible yet.) 

For more information and tips about the benefits of leaving your leaves where they fall, do a computer 
search for “Leave the Leaves”.  This will give links to the National Wildlife Federation and Xerces 
society’s information pages on the subject. 

 

 


