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Getting Those Fall 
Leaves Off Your Lawn

By Larry Hodgson

When I was a kid, there was only one way to pick up the  
fall leaves that covered our lawn – with a steel-tined leaf rake. It was  

a family affair. Dad would rake the leaves into big piles, the kids would jump 
into said piles, scattering the leaves, and Dad would rake them up again. 

And then we burned the whole mess. The entire neighbourhood  
would smell of burnt foliage for weeks at a time. 

Well, times have changed. You can’t 
burn leaves anymore – it pollutes the 
air, annoys the neighbours and even 
constitutes a fire danger. There are still 
a few people that choose to continue to 
do so, but it’s illegal in most munici-
palities and not worth the risk of a fine. 

Lawn rakes have changed as well. 
Nowadays they are just as likely to be 
made of resin, plastic or aluminum as 
steel, and the old wood handle is now 
anything but. Plus fewer and fewer 
people are using rakes at all – there 
are now so many other ways to clean 
up leaves.

Curb, Mulch or Compost?
Before deciding what to use to pick 

up your leaves, determine how you 
want to use them. The most popular 
option is to bag them and put them out 
on the curb for your municipality to 
handle. An increasing number of towns 
are composting fall leaves, but many 
still send them directly to the dump 
or the incinerator. This is information 
you’ll want to find out, because if your 
municipality does compost them, you’ll 
want to identify compostable leaf and 
garden refuse to distinguish it from 
plain trash. Check and see what your 
town recommends: it may be orange or 
transparent plastic bags or paper ones 
as opposed to dark plastic for waste.  

Fall leaf clean-up can be a fun task to get the whole family involved in.

Check with your municipality before drop-
ping your raked leaves on the curb – they 
may compost them. If so, they may request 
you bag the leaves a certain way.
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Many gardeners, however, now use 
their fall leaves as mulch or material 
to feed their compost bin. Rather than 
overwhelm my compost pile with too 
many leaves in the fall, I always bag 
up a stock so I have some to add to 
my compost throughout summer – 
nothing decomposes better than a mix 
of fresh green summer waste mixed 
with dry brown fall leaves! 

Finely chop your leaves to ensure 
timely decomposition. Chopped leaves 
also stay in place better when you use 
them as mulch, so you’ll want to find 
a way of shredding the leaves if you 
opt to use them as mulch or compost.

Getting Leaves into a Bag
It isn’t easy getting leaves into a 

bag. Bags notoriously collapse in on 
themselves just as you arrive with an 
armful of leaves, so ideally you’d have 
someone to hold the bag open. There 
are also all sorts of ingenious devices 
designed to hold bags open, but they 
never seem to work as advertised. I 
prefer the old-fashioned garbage can 

Looking for an inexpensive organic mulch? 
Save some of your fall leaves to spread 
throughout your gardens in summer.
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leaves, chop them up and deposit them 
in the attached bag that you can then 
empty when it fills. There are electric, 
cordless or gas-powered models. Most 
are pretty noisy, so be sure to wear 
earplugs. I use them mostly as a finish-
ing tool, to remove leaves from flow-
erbeds, decks, paths and tight spaces 
where my preferred leaf picker-upper, 
the lawnmower, can’t reach.

Yes, the rotary lawnmower is my 
personal favourite for picking up 
leaves. To start with, you probably 
already have one, so there is no equip-
ment to buy. There are mulching 
mowers designed to chop leaves, 
but you can add a mulching blade 
to any rotary mower, and mulching 
blades work fine when you’re mowing 
grass, too.

The easiest mower to use for leaf 
collection is the bagging type: just 
detach the bag when it’s full and dump 
the leaves where you need them, be 
it in the compost bin or in flowerbeds 
as mulch. Mine is a side-discharge 
model with no bagging attachment 
and I find I still get good results just by 
blowing the leaves into the surround-
ing flowerbeds as mulch. There are 
hand-push, riding and tractor-pulled 
mowers in electric, cordless or gas-
powered models. They all work fine, 
so take your pick!

Unfortunately reel mowers (typi-
cally push mowers without a motor) 
will not chop up leaves. Since these 
types of mowers are usually used 
on smaller lawns, you might want to 
add a blower/vac to your repertoire 
for leaf pickup. Blower/vacs take up 
little storage space and are ideal for 
small surfaces. 

Snowblower to the Rescue?
I have a neighbour who uses a 

snowblower to chop leaves. He runs 
over the lawn with it and uses the ad-
justable chute to send the leaves into 
his flowerbeds as mulch. He’s been 
doing this for years with no problem. 
I’d personally be a bit worried that if 
the machine broke down the warranty 
might not be valid, but it’s a lot of 
fun to watch. I suspect if ever I buy 
a snowblower, I’ll probably end up 
trying mine for leaf pickup as well.

So have fun experimenting with 
some of these options. Just make sure 
you explain to your spouse that you’re 
experimenting with your pick-up tech-
niques on leaves!i

method: line a garbage can with a bag, 
fold its top back over the rim and it 
will stay open.

The next step is picking up the 
leaves. You can grab armfuls of them, 
dumping them in the bag, but it’s im-
possible not to miss a few (or a lot), 
and you’ll have to rake them up again. 
Plus that’s a lot of bending, which isn’t 
always good for the back. You’ll find 
various leaf grabbers on the market, 
usually looking like a pair of paddles 
with teeth you can clamp together, 

though I’ve also seen rakes that fold 
in two as well as various other forms. 
I find all of them a bit awkward and 
not too efficient, and you often still do 
a lot of bending.

I prefer the sheet method for bagging 
whole leaves. Lay a fairly heavy plastic 
sheet (or a drop cloth or a tarpaulin) 
on the ground (1.8 x 1.8m/6 x 6' is a 
practical size) and rake the leaves onto 
it. A blower is also efficient for this task. 
Grab three of the corners, lift and dump 
the leaves into the open bag via the 
remaining corner, and voilà! Simple!

There are also a variety of lawn 
sweepers available. The push-types 
use a rotating brush to move leaves into 
a hopper as you push it over the lawn, 
while other models can be pulled behind 
a lawn tractor. Ideally the hopper would 
be easy to detach and light enough that 
you could pour the leaves into a bag 
with little effort. I find this option better 
suited to professional lawn companies 
or those with large acreages rather than 
the typical home gardener, as this equip-
ment can take up a lot of space. 

Moving & Shredding 
If you intend to use your leaves 

as mulch or compost, you need to 
shred them. There are several ways 
of doing so.

Leaf blower/vacs will shred leaves 
in the vacuum mode. They suck up the 

Leaves are an important part of the Yus’ Richmond Hill garden success. A thick layer 
of leaves is their secret to helping seedlings take root and keeping weeds to a minimum.

My preferred method of leaf clean-up is to 
simply rake the leaves on a tarp and dump 
them into a garbage can.
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