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HEALTHY SOIL -
An Investment In Your

Garden

Did you know that by simply
improving your soil, you can beautify
your garden, cut your water bill,
improve water quality in our streams,
and even reduce your work? Growing
healthy soil — and a healthy garden
— is as easy as adding compost and
other organic amendments to your
soil. In fact, this is the single most
important thing you can do for

your garden.

“Compost” is the dark, earthy
material naturally produced by
decaying plants and animal wastes.
This mix of living and dead organic
matter supports an intricate web of
soil life, which in turn keeps your soil
loose, moisture-holding, fertile and
well-drained.

The following three steps for

growing healthy soil are explained
in this factsheet:

O Before planting, amend the soil
throughout the entire planting
area with compost.

Mulch existing plantings with
compost, leaves, grass clippings
or woody mulches.

O When you need to feed plants,
use natural organic and slow-
release fertilizers.




UNDERSTAND YOUR SOIL

“Dirt” is the mineral portion of the soil that supports plants, supplies
nutrients and stores water. There are three general types of soil, determined
by the size of the soil particles. These affect how the soil functions. You
may have more than one kind of soil in different areas of your garden.
Sandy soils contain large particles which are visible to the naked eye. They
feel gritty and will not form a ball when squeezed in your hand. Sandy soils
are loose and drain easily, but do not store water or nutrients for plants.
Clay soils are made up of tiny particles that feel sticky when wet, and dry
into dense chunks or fine powder. They hold nutrients and water well, but
drain poorly. Loamy soils are a mix of sand, clay and organic matter.
When squeezed in your hand, moist loam forms a ball which crumbles
when poked with a finger. Loamy soils are generally loose, well-drained
and able to store moisture and nutrients.

Air and water are essential elements that transport nutrients to plants
and carry away waste. Together, they make up half the volume of healthy
soil. Compacted or heavy clay soils may not have adequate space for air
and water to move freely to plant roots.

Organic matter and soil life make up just a small part of the soil
volume, but are the glue that holds healthy soil together. Decomposing
plant materials (like compost) support a great variety of beneficial organ-
isms ranging from microscopic bacteria to earthworms.

Organic matter and soil life keep plants healthy by:

[ supplying balanced nutrients to growing plants.

[0 fighting plant diseases and pests.

[0 storing fertilizers and natural nutrients for gradual release, while
preventing them from washing into streams.

[1 storing water, which reduces runoff and your garden’s irrigation needs.

[ making clay soils better drained and easier to work.

You can get to know your soil
better by taking a soil core sample.
Refer to the back of this fact sheet
to contact the Natural Lawn &
Garden Hotline and request the
Get To Know Your Soil fact sheet.

[1 trapping and breaking down pesticide residues and
polluted runoff.

DON’T DAMAGE YOUR SOIL!

[ Think twice before using pesticides that may damage

soil life.

Don't overfertilize: more is not better.

(1 Don't overwater: overwatering can promote plant
disease and exclude air from roots.

[ Prevent soil compaction. This means walking on
garden beds as little as possible, keeping heavy
equipment and cars off lawns, and minimizing the
use of rototillers.

O

Excessive use of chemicals, overwatering and soil com-
paction can harm beneficial soil organisms and reduce
their ability to keep soil healthy.




