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Want to Improve Soil Health? Start with Minimizing Erosion 
Steven Okonek,  UW-Madison Division of Extension Agriculture Educator, Trempealeau County 

Soil health is something we hear a lot about these days. 
Cover crops, soil health tests, diversity in crop rotations, 
and reduced compaction are all ways to improve soil 
health. While it is true, cover crops and diverse rotations 
can improve soil health and tests to measure progress 
are good, there is some low hanging fruit that farmers 
may be missing when it comes to improving soil health.   

Minimizing water soil erosion is a way to improve soil 
health that does not require a large investment in 
equipment, time, and seed. Erosion damages soil health 
in two ways. First and most obvious is by thinning the  
horizon, or topsoil by soil erosion and exposing less 
productive subsoil. Second, and possibly the most 
destructive way soil health is impacted is by raindrop 
impact and running water sorting soil components and 
degrading soil by leaving behind less productive 
components.  

The process of erosion is a multi-step process that starts 
with rain impacting bare soil. Rain impacts with the force 
of a small bomb exploding and such force can destroy 
soil structure at the surface. Soil is thrown into the air 
and when the soil particles fall back to earth, the 
particles are suspended in water. Sand, silt, clay, and 
organic matter are separated from one another in the 
moving water. The heavier sand settles out of the soil 
water solution sooner than the lighter clay and organic 
matter. Silt particles fill pores at the soil surface as silt 

settles out forming a crust, reducing the ability of the soil to 
absorb water. Clay and organic matter are the lightest weight of 
the soil particles and are carried the farthest, often leaving the 
field and entering surface water. Clay and organic matter have a 
negative charge associated with them and the negative charge 
holds soil nutrients for plants to use for growth and 
development. Loss of clay and organic matter reduces the ability 
of the soil to supply nutrients to plants. Even small changes in 
percent sand, silt, clay, and organic matter can impact soil 
productivity. Sand settling out on the field can bury more 
productive soils and reduce crop productivity.   

Crop residue left on the soil surface acts as a cushion against 
raindrop splash. Think of crop residue as an airbag for your soil. 
An airbag will keep you from impacting your vehicle’s steering 
wheel or dash board in an accident. Crop residue will keep the 
raindrop bomb from exploding on the surface of bare 
soil. Management of crop residue that leaves the soil surface 
covered is one of the best ways to improve soil 
health, whether or not using cover crops. Tillage that 
buries residue reduces the impact of cover crops and slows or 
eliminates the improvement of soil health you are trying to 
accomplish by planting cover crops. Chisel plowing in a cover 
crop system can reduce carbon and organic matter accumulation 
in soil by up to 20% according to research in 
Minnesota. Reducing erosion is the first step to improving soil 
health.   

This article was originally published in Wisconsin Agriculturist Magazine 

Preparing the Vegetable Garden for Winter 
Lisa Johnson,  UW-Madison Division of Extension Horticulture Educator, Dane County 

Fall is here, so it’s a good time to think about preparing the vegetable garden for winter. There are things you can do now 
to protect or extend harvest of existing crops and prepare your soil for next year. 
Here are some tips for existing crops: 
 Tomatoes are very frost-sensitive. They can be harvested green if frost threatens and ripened in closed paper bags 

indoors. Don’t refrigerate them; this affects flavor. 
 Light frost makes spinach, Swiss chard, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, kale and collards sweeter, so you can wait a little to 

harvest them. You can use small hoops covered by clear plastic or even a large, clear plastic bin with the sides mulched 
with straw to protect these crops into winter (at least for a time if not all winter) 

 Winter squash, sweet potatoes and pumpkins tolerate light frost but not a hard freeze. Cure them in warm dry 

conditions after harvesting. Check out this link for more information on vegetable storage. 
 Asparagus ferns can be left up or cut back just slightly. Over winter, if left on, dead ferns catch snow and keep the soil 

cooler, protecting crowns and delaying premature spring spear emergence, shielding them from frost damage. 
However, if you’ve had asparagus beetles, which can overwinter in the foliage, you should cut the ferns down. 

 Mulch in your garlic for winter 

 Cut rhubarb back for winter 

 Removing diseased or infested material now helps prevent problems in spring. ‘Clean’ material can be shredded and 

tilled into the garden to increase organic matter, or composted. 
 Keep good records, or take digital photos so you know what you planted where. This helps you rotate vegetables from 

different plant families to different parts of the garden and prevent disease and insect build-up. There should be a 4 
year rotation between families. If your garden is too small to rotate crops and you have regular and/or severe disease 
issues, consider growing some plants in pots using bagged potting soil. 


