
Smart, Sustainable Ways to Handle Seattle’s Leaves in Fall 
 
As fall sweeps in, it’s time to do something about fall leaves. Leaves can boost soil nutrition and 
biodiversity, protect plants from extreme temperatures, inhibit weeds, and provide shelter for 
beneficial insects and pollinators. However, there are cases where they can do more harm than 
good. Let’s look at the best eco-friendly choices for dealing with fallen leaves in Seattle.  
 
First ask: where did the leaves fall – on soil or hardscape, like pavement? “Leaving the leaves” 
has many benefits to the ecosystem when leaves fall on soil but can cause problems 
accumulating on pavement. 
 
If leaves fall on roadways or parking strips: rake them up 

Why: Leaves can clog storm drains, causing flooding and sending pollutants to 
waterways. 
Seattle Public Utilities is urging residents to help keep drains clear to avoid costly floods 
and contamination. When streets are flooded, water with contaminants are easily 
sprayed by car wheels. You don’t want to be splashed by those puddles. 
 
If possible, rake hardscapes before leaves reach the curb. Watch out for sand, food 
wrappers and other contaminants. Contaminated or grimy leaves and garbage should be 
disposed of in the trash bin, not yard waste. Remember, when in doubt, throw it out! 
 
Everyone, whether renting or owning a home, can help prevent floods and clear the 
streets through the Adopt-a-storm-drain program. 
https://www.seattle.gov/utilities/volunteer/storm-drain-care/adopt-a-storm-drain 

 
If leaves fall on lawn: rake them or leave them 

Why: Heavy layers of leaves can smother lawns but a light layer of deciduous leaves, 
possibly shredded with a mower, will break down slowly and feed the lawn with 
nutrients. 

 
If leaves fall on soil, garden beds, tree wells, or planter pots: leave them 

Why: Leaves insulate plant roots, hold moisture, nourish and improve soil, and 
encourage biodiversity. 

 
Don’t need all those leaves? Remove them 

No worries—Seattle Public Utilities makes it easy: simply bag up to 10 bags of yard 
waste and put them out on your scheduled pick-up day for free collection throughout 
November. Just make sure to use approved yard bags, and the city will compost them 
for you.  

 

https://www.seattle.gov/utilities/volunteer/storm-drain-care/adopt-a-storm-drain


Learn more: 

     Seattle Yard Waste Collection and Rates 
 
If you have a garden, use them! 

Leaves aren’t just a fall nuisance—they’re an opportunity! Reuse them by: 

• Raking lawn leaves into garden beds or sprinkle atop planter pots as a nutritive mulch 
for all the great reasons above under “on soil”. 

• Adding clean leaves to compost or worm bins; shred first to speed up the process. 

• Storing leaves in a pile to break down slowly; cover with breathable burlap if desired.   

• Collect them in large kraft paper bags for making leaf mold or using later. 
Learn more about the magic of leaves in your garden: https://gardenhotline.org/leave-the-
leaves/. 

 
Dive into growing healthy soil by mulching and composting: 
https://www.seattle.gov/utilities/protecting-our-environment/sustainability-
tips/landscaping/for-residents/compost-and-soil/growing-healthy-soil 
 
Have questions? The Garden Hotline is here to help: (206) 633-0224 or online: Ask the Garden 
Hotline. 
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