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Soil Organic Matter Is Important
In the last couple of weeks as the weather has warmed up we have seen the growth of piles of leaves and grass along the sides of local streets. We have become accustomed to the belief that when the days grow longer and the days warm in early spring that we need to get outside and rake up all of the leaves and grass from our yards and place them alongside of our streets where they can be removed by city employees. All of the material that we rake out of our yards is organic matter that could be put to a much better use by working to recycle it into our gardens and lawns. The majority of Waushara County has sandy soils that are inherently low in organic matter with less than one percent actual organic matter content compared to dark colored silt loam soils that will normally have between three and four percent organic matter. Organic matter is an exceptionally important part of soil. It serves as a storehouse of plant nutrients and improves the water holding capacity of the soil. It improves soils for the growth of plants by promoting soil aggregations and improving soil structure and tilth. There are millions of microscopic plants, animals and fungi that feed on organic matter. Frequent additions of organic matter provides a food source for soil bacteria, earthworms and other soil organisms. Organic matter is especially beneficial to sandy soils. Organic matter in the soil is being constantly broken down by soil organisms. A full 90 percent of the organic matter that is added to soil each year is broken down by soil microbes and either returned to the air as carbon dioxide or is reduced to simple chemical salts and water. Tree leaves and grass clippings can be mulched sufficiently even with a regular mower that they will settle in through the grass. Tree leaves in our yards in the fall appear to be an enormous amount of material. If these leaves are chopped up with mower on a warm dry day in the fall they can be very easily reduced to small pieces of material that do not need to be removed from our lawns. Grass clippings during the summer should be left on your lawn and allowed to settle in through the grass. This may require that a homeowner mow his lawn more frequently so that the amount of lawn clippings with each mowing are reduced. This organic matter on the soil surface serves as mulch, shading the soil and reducing soil erosion by reducing the harmful effect of raindrop impact on the soil structure. Pine needles accumulate under evergreen trees due to the fact that each year a certain percentage of the needles drop off. There is no need to rake the needles up each year. Rather it would be better to leave than in place where they may serve as a mulch and be decomposed to provide additional humus and nutrients to the soil. Much of what we do is based on long held beliefs that are many times hard to change. Many longstanding practices are based on old ideas or theories that often times are found to be flawed or out of date. Grass clippings, mulched leaves and pine needles left on a yard or lawn can be far more beneficial than having them hauled to a landfill.
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