Division of Extension - Monroe County
206 South K Street
Sparta, WI 54656
Phone: (608)269-8722
Fax: (608)366-1809
Wisconsin Relay: 711

NEWS RELEASE
September 24, 2020
Contact: Bill Halfman, UW Extension Agriculture Agent
Phone: 608-269-8722

5 STEPS TO PUT YOUR VEGETABLE GARDEN TO BED FOR THE WINTER
What should vegetable gardeners do in October to get the garden ready for next spring? The
following information is adapted from an article originally written by Annie Klodd, University of
Minnesota Extension Educator.
1) Clean up leftover plant matter
Remove diseased plant material. Either bury it away from the garden, burn it, or dispose of it.
Do not leave diseased plant material in the garden, because plant disease pathogens living on
those plants can cause future disease problems next year. Two examples of common fungal
disease that will overwinter in the soil or crop debris are tomato, early blight and Septoria
leafspot.
If the plants seem healthy (not showing any disease symptoms), they can either be tilled into
the garden, chipped and spread on the garden surface, or composted. Large fruit still on the
plant, like squash or watermelon that was never picked, can either be chopped finely and tilled
into the soil, or removed.
2) Do a soil test
Vegetables remove a lot of nutrients from the soil, because it requires a lot to produce big
healthy fruits like peppers and pumpkins. Over time, garden soil may become depleted in some
nutrients that plants need.
Soil tests reveal whether there are problems in the soil, like deficient nutrient levels, low
organic matter, or high pH, that could limit your vegetable growth next year. The test results
will indicate these problems and give clear instructions on what to do to fix them.
Fall is a great time to do a soil test. Doing it now allows plenty of time to apply any necessary
amendments (like compost, manure, or granular fertilizer) to the garden either this fall or next
spring, so that your garden is prepared for success next year.
3) Amend your soil
Gardeners have many choices when it comes to amendments for vegetable gardens, including
compost, manure, and granular fertilizer.
Granular fertilizers, available in many organic or synthetic forms, are a relatively precise way to
fill needs revealed by the soil test. They have set concentrations of nutrients, and these
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concentrations are indicated on the label of the product. Your soil test report will state what
concentration is recommended for your garden based on the results.
If you apply manure to your vegetable garden, it is a good idea to do that in the fall. For more
information on proper and safe use of manure, read the article in the Fruit and Vegetable News
at this link. https://tinyurl.com/yxskftko
4) Manage weeds
The two major weed management goals in the fall are to remove any leftover mature weeds
and to control winter annual weeds that started coming up in September.
Weeds that slipped between the cracks and grew to maturity through the season now have
seeds on them. Many of our common weed species can produce anywhere between 1,000600,000 seeds per plant. Letting those seeds drop to the garden soil will lead to future weed
infestations.
Remove those mature weeds as soon as possible and dispose of them or bury them far away.
Winter annual weeds are those that emerge in the fall (August-October), survive the winter,
and continue growing in the spring. Controlling them in the fall will lead to less weedy soil in
the spring. Manage winter annuals with straw, hand-pulling, and gentle raking of the soil
surface.
5) Till...or maybe not?
Tilling your vegetable garden in the fall may not actually be necessary. Many gardeners may till
or hoe in the fall with the best intentions, but it could be causing unneeded disturbance to the
soil structure and valuable soil organisms, and making the soil more conducive to erosion.
Tilling (or hoeing) is used to incorporate soil amendments and leftover plant matter, to kill
weeds, and to break up large soil clumps. If you are not incorporating any soil amendments,
you may consider skipping tillage this fall. Weeds can be managed by hand-pulling, covering the
soil with clean straw, or a similar organic mulch material such as leaves, lawn clippings or
composted yard and garden materials to suppress new weeds, or raking the surface to remove
small weed seedlings. A word of caution about straw. If you use weedy straw you will likely be
introducing more weeds seeds rather than helping control weeds. So, it is important to make
sure it is clean straw.
A second benefit of an organic cover material is that during warmer fall or spring periods where
rain causes soil to run off, straw might help protect the soil from erosion.
A YouTube recording of a presentation on this topic can be viewed at this website:
https://youtu.be/VOafhbK9ofo
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