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With the fall season upon us, many of us are faced with the tasks of cleaning up the multitude of leaves 
that blanket our yards and putting our gardens to bed for the winter.  In doing so, it is important to 
protect our waterways in the process.    Improper disposal of yard waste can be a source of water 
pollution, so residents are asked to avoid raking leaves into or nearby storm drains, ditches, 
creeks, or rivers. In addition to clogging the drains, decaying leaves use up the water’s oxygen, 
harming aquatic inhabitants.   

Decaying leaves and grass kill critters in streams, rivers, lakes, ponds, and wetlands.  Leaves and 
grass clippings decompose in water and wetlands by using the oxygen that other organisms 
such as dragonfly larvae and fish need to live. Yard waste on stream banks smothers natural 
vegetation.  Leaves or grass dumped near banks, shorelines and wetlands block sunlight and 
smother the natural plant life that provide food and cover to animals such as turtles, ducks, 
chipmunks, and deer. Yard waste dumped near waterbodies contributes to stream algae and 
odors. Seepage from yard waste piled on or near banks and shorelines will slowly make its way 
into the water. Algae then grow and form foul-smelling, green mats on the water surface and 
degrade water quality. 

Yard waste dumped in or near wetlands or surface waters is also against the law! In an effort to 
protect wetlands and surface waters, the NH legislature passed a law that prohibits filling 
streams and wetlands with waste materials, including yard waste (RSA 482-A:3).  The law 
specifically states, “No person shall excavate, remove, fill, dredge, or construct any structures in 
or on any bank, flat, marsh, or swamp in and adjacent to any waters of the state without a 
permit” from the state.   

The Town urges residents to view their yard waste as a beneficial resource and consider 
mulching or composting yard waste then using it as fertilizer and mulch in the spring.  Finely 
chopped leaves make for an excellent lawn fertilizer. Mulch leaves by running over them with 
your mower during the next cutting and leave the remains on the lawn. You can also spread the 
mulch across flower and vegetable beds. Mulched leaves or grass clippings on your lawn add 
valuable nutrients and organic matter.  Grass clippings provide a source of slow-release 
nutrients reducing the amount of lawn fertilizer needed by at least half. A thin layer of leaves 
will break down and add much needed organic matter to plant beds. 

Composting leaves is a great way to create nutrient-rich soil. In a mixed pile, create a 2-to-1 
ratio of dead leaves to grass clippings. Spreading leaves over food scraps will soak up moisture 
and help contain odors as well. Composting leaves and grass clippings is natural recycling and 
saves money. Compost can be used as a top dressing on your lawn or garden beds reducing or 
eliminating the need for fertilizer and mulch. Start backyard composting (away from surface 
waters).   To learn more about composting see: 
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/bmp-leaf-composting.pdf   
for a free “how-to” brochure.    If composting is not an option due to your location, lack of space, or 
just too much yard waste to handle, residents may drop off their yard waste at the Derry Transfer 
Station for composting. Call 603-432-4650 for more information. 

 


