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Introduction

InNew Jersey, 5millioncubicyardsof |eaves
are collected each year. State regulations ban
disposing of leavesinto landfills, and their local
burning or central incineration. Municipalities
caneither compost or leaf mulchtheleaves. Leaf
mulchingistheapplication and incorporation of
leaveson agricultural land. Thisfact sheet con-
tains information on available resources, |eaf
application and incorporation techniques, and
cost analysisfor leaf mulching.

L eaf mulchingisoneof thesimplest and most
cost-effectivemethodstodisposeof leaves. This
practiceoffersseveral benefitsthat makeit attrac-
tivetothefarmer, including:

» organicmaterial for soil improvement
and nutrient addition

» anadditional sourceof incomethrough
tipping fees paid by the municipality to
accept theleaves

» theability to expand the use of avail-
able equipment and labor

Leaf mulching isregulated, and permission
must be granted to farmersbeforethey beginthe
practice. Theseregulationsare detailed in Rut-
gers Cooperative Extension (RCE) fact sheet
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FS718,“On-FarmUseof Leaves: Regulations.”
In addition, RCE fact sheet FS820, “On-Farm
Leaf Mulching: Getting Started,” provides 10
guidelines for farmers when considering |eaf
mulching.

Leaf Application and Incorporation

Before any leaves are accepted, an all-
weather road and unloading site should be
planned for the delivery of leaves in inclement
weather. The site should be located near farm
fieldsand, if possible, somedistancefrom prop-
erty lines. Thiswill helptoreduceany problems
should leaves blow from the site, and reduce
concerns by neighboring, nonagricultural resi-
dents. If theunloading siteisadjacent to neigh-
boring property, consider using tarps or wind
fences to avoid problems with drifting leaves.
Theunloading site should include an areawhere
debris, bottles and cans, and other undesirable
materials that may be delivered can be placed.
Adequate room for access to the site by farm
machinery and trucks making leaf deliveries
should beplanned. Farmersshould consult with
the Natural Resources Conservation Servicefor
the best location of all-weather roads and the
unloadingsites.

Spreadingandincorporationdonot requirea
major investment in equipment. A tractor, front
endloader, manurespreader, and chisel or mold-
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board plow arerequired. Manure spreaderspro-
vide the most even spreading of the leaves, al-
though the process is time-consuming. State
regulations allow up to 6 inches of leavesto be
applied annually. Six inches is approximately
equivalentto20dry tons/A or 800 cubicyardsper
acre. Cultivatingand finishing diskscanbeused
toincorporateupto 3inchesof leaves, but achisel
or moldboard plow is necessary for application
rates greater than 3inches.

Consider applying and incorporating several
inchesat atime, thenfollowingupwithadditional
applications. Leavesshould bespread and incor-
porated inthefall. Thisreducesthe potential for
off-siteblowing. Inaddition, itavoidstheproblem
of amatted, dick layer of leavesonthesoil surface,
allowing field preparation and crop planting by
spring. Atthat time, fieldscan beplowed, disked,
or chiseled for seed bed preparation. The leaves
will bepartially broken downthroughweathering
and decomposition by spring.

Economics

The economics of leaf spreading and incor-
poration was calculated for the use of amanure
spreader and chisel plow. The calculationsin-
cluded labor, equipment, and incidental costs
involved in leaf spreading and incorporation.
This analysis determined that the “processing”
cost for 1 cubic yard of leavesis approximately
$3.50. Compared with on-farm, municipal, re-
gional, and commercial composting operations,
leaf mulchingisthemost cost-effectiveleaf utili-
zationmethod.

To help offset these costs, farmers often re-
ceive payments from the municipality or leaf

sourceto accept leaves. These payments, called
tippingfees, areusually onaper cubicyardbasis.
Tippingfeespaidtofarmersin New Jersey aver-
ageapproximately $3.00 per cubicyard. Thereis
awiderange, withsomefarmersreceivingnofee
and othersreceiving higher amounts.

Although the average tipping fee received
does not cover their costs, farmers realize they
receiveadditional benefitsfromtheorganicmate-
ria and nutrients in the leaves being applied.
Thesebenefitsaredifficult to quantify onamon-
etary basis. However, the value of improved
soils, reduced soil erosion, nutrient addition, and
increased organic matter isunderstood by farm-
ers. Toensurethat appropriatenutrient balances
are maintained, soil tests should be part of all
normal agricultural practices.

Conclusion

Proper planning is essentia in starting and
operating a successful leaf mulching operation.
Farmersinterestedinleaf mul ching should contact
their county solidwasteofficeforinformationand
assistancewithapprovals. By followingtheabove
guidelines for spreading and incorporating the
leaves, farmerswill beableto successfully manage
theleavesat aminimal cost. For farm operators
considering on-farm leaf mulching, a multiyear
contract covering (1) tipping fees, (2) amount of
leavesto be ddlivered, (3) the removal of leaves
contaminated withtrash, and (4) typesof vehicles
used to deliver leaves should beincluded.

Informationontheeffectsof leaf mulchingon
soils, crop production and pests is available in
RCE fact sheet FS822, On-Farm L eaf Mulching:
Effectson Sail, Crop Yield, and Pests.

© 2004 by Rutgers Cooperative Research & Extension, NJAES, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey.

Desktop publishing by Rutgers-Cook College Resource Center

Revised: March 1996

RUTGERS COOPERATIVE RESEARCH & EXTENSION
N.J. AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION
RUTGERS, THE STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW JERSEY
NEW BRUNSWICK

Distributed in cooperation with U.S. Department of Agriculture in furtherance of the Acts of Congress on May 8 and June 30, 1914. Rutgers Cooperative Extension works in
agriculture, family and community health sciences, and 4-H youth development. Dr. Karyn Malinowski, Director of Extension. Rutgers Cooperative Research & Extension provides
information and educational services to all people without regard to race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family

status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Rutgers Cooperative Research & Extension is an Equal Opportunity Program Provider and Employer.



