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Fall Prep Checklist 1: Why Start With Safety And Drainage?

Section Details Reason

Why Start With Safety
And Drainage?

Fall cleanup should prioritize resolving issues
like clogged gutters, hanging branches, and
poor drainage that can lead to damage during
winter.

These problems worsen quietly
and can turn into expensive
repairs during heavy storms or
freezing conditions.

Clear Gutters And Drains Debris such as leaves and sticks need to be
removed from gutters, downspouts, window
wells, and outdoor drains to ensure water
flows freely away from the home's foundation.

Clogged pathways can cause
cracks, basement leaks, or soil
erosion when water is unable
to drain properly.

Remove Hazardous
Branches

Examine the property for dead, cracked, or

hanging branches, especially near roofs,

driveways, walkways, or power lines.

Larger branches may require professional

assistance.

Ice and snow increase the
weight and danger of these
branches, potentially causing
injury or property damage.

Inspect Hardscape And
Grading

Check retaining walls, fences, outdoor
lighting, and drainage swales for any shifting
or damage, and reset loose edging, pavers, or
stones.

Freeze-thaw cycles in winter
can worsen small cracks or
gaps, leading to more
expensive repairs later on.
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Fall Prep Checklist 2: Prepare Your Lawn For Winter

Task Description Timing/Notes

Prepare Your Lawn for
Winter

Fall is crucial for lawn health, especially for

cool-season grasses.

Tasks include mowing, raking, aerating,

and feeding, carried out in the proper

sequence for best results.

Focus on preparation before snow,
ice, and spring regrowth.

Keep Mowing Until
Growth Stops

Continue mowing until daytime

temperatures consistently stay below 50°F.

On the final mow, avoid cutting more than

one-third of blade height to reduce plant

stress.

Ensure grass is not cut too short
or left too tall before dormancy.

Manage Fallen Leaves Rake or mulch leaves to prevent them from

blocking sunlight and trapping moisture.

Relocate leaves to garden beds if leaving

some for pollinator habitat.

Prevents mold, pests, and disease
caused by dense, wet leaf mats.

Aerate and Overseed Relieve soil compaction through aeration.

Overseed thin or bare patches, allowing

4-8 weeks for seed establishment before

winter dormancy (cool-season grass only).

Warm-season grass should skip
fall overseeding; treat in late
spring or early summer instead.

Apply Fall Fertilizer Supports root development with a blend

suited to turf type and soil-test results.

Cool-season lawns benefit from late-fall

application, while warm-season lawns

should be fertilized earlier.

Perform a soil test to tailor
fertilizer choice and timing.
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Fall Prep Checklist 3: Manage Your Garden Bed Checklist

Checklist Item Description Action

Clear Spent Plants and
Disease Debris

Garden beds require the removal of

spent annuals, weeds, fallen fruit, and

diseased plant material to prevent

pest infestations and the spread of

pathogens.

Diseased debris should not be

composted as home systems cannot

reach the needed temperatures to

destroy pathogens.

Dispose of any diseased material in

the trash and save only healthy plant

materials for composting.

Remove warm-season plants after

harvest alongside supporting

structures such as trellises and stakes.

Leave Habitat for
Pollinators

Beneficial insects, including tunnel-

nesting bees and queen bumblebees,

rely on hollow stems, dead wood, and

loose soil for winter shelter.

Overwintering insects typically inhabit

less than 2% of perennial stems, so

preserving some structures is vital.

Maintain perennial stems at heights of

12–24 inches and retain seed heads to

feed birds.

Avoid cutting stems flush to minimize

risk to insects.

Dividing Perennials and
Planting Bulbs

Fall is an ideal time to divide

overcrowded perennials and plant

spring-blooming bulbs.

Proper spacing and soil preparation

ensure healthy growth and springtime

color.

Dig up root clumps of perennials,

divide them into sections, and replant.

Place bulbs like tulips and daffodils at

the recommended depth in well-

draining, sunny areas before winter.

Mulch and Amend Soil Adding compost improves soil

condition, and a layer of mulch

stabilizes soil temperature and

moisture.

Proper application protects perennials,

Work compost into soil and apply 2–3
inches of mulch around plants, keeping
it a few inches away from stems or
tree trunks to avoid direct contact and
rot.
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Checklist Item Description Action

bulbs, and young trees during freeze-

thaw cycles.
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Fall Prep Checklist 4: Protect Trees, Shrubs, And Sensitive Plants

Care Aspect Details Additional Notes

Pruning Dead or
Damaged Wood

Fall is not ideal for major pruning.

Focus on removing dead, damaged,

diseased, crossing, or hazardous

branches to reduce the risk of

winter breakage.

Pruning recommendations depend on
species and local disease risks. Consult
with an ISA Certified Arborist for complex
jobs.

Avoid Pruning Spring-
Blooming Shrubs

Pruning in fall can destroy next

year’s flower buds on plants like

lilacs, forsythias, and azaleas.

Wait until flowers fade post-bloom

to trim.

Maintains the shrubs’ natural growth cycle
and ensures blooming for the next
season.

Deep Watering Before
Freeze

Thoroughly water trees and shrubs,

especially young or evergreen

ones, before the ground freezes.

Moisture loss occurs even in winter.

Stop watering once the ground is frozen
or consistently snow-covered to prevent
issues.

Protecting Young or
Exposed Plants

Use burlap wrap or tree guards for

young trees and tender plants in

harsh conditions.

This protects against wind damage

and sun-scald.

Clear tall grass and brush near trunks to
deter wildlife like deer and rodents from
chewing on bark during winter.
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Fall Prep Checklist 5: Protect Irrigation And Water Features

Step Action Reason

Drain And Store Hoses Disconnect all garden hoses from spigots, drain
remaining water, and coil them for storage in a
shed or garage before freezing temperatures
hit.

Prevents hoses from splitting
or becoming damaged due to
frozen water left inside.

Shut Off Exterior Water
Valves

Locate interior shutoff valves for exterior
spigots, shut them off, and open outdoor
faucets to drain the remaining water.

Stops pipes from bursting in
exterior walls during winter,
which can cause costly
damage.

Winterize Water
Features

Prepare irrigation systems, drip lines, fountains,

and birdbaths according to their design.

For sprinkler systems, consider professional

blow-out services. Clean and drain fountains

and birdbaths or use a heated birdbath for

year-round bird access.

Avoids damage to water
features and ensures they're
ready to function properly
after winter.
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Fall Prep Checklist 6: Store Tools, Furniture, And Outdoor Equipment

Task Description Key Actions

Tool Maintenance Proper care of hand tools protects
them from damage and extends their
lifespan.

Wipe down tools, oil blades, sharpen
edges, and inspect handles. Store them
in a shed or garage.

Garden Essentials
Storage

Preparing garden items prevents
damage from freezing temperatures.

Clean pots and watering cans. Rinse
soil and debris, dry completely, and
store in a covered area.

Outdoor Furniture and
Grills

Shielding outdoor items protects them
from weather and wear.

Move or cover furniture and grills.
Store fabric and cushions indoors to
avoid material deterioration.

Pest Prevention Sealing entry points keeps rodents
and pests from nesting in storage
spaces.

Inspect sheds, garages, and crawl
spaces for gaps or cracks and seal
them before winter begins.

Swimming Pool Closure Closing the pool properly prevents
damage and maintains water quality
during colder months.

Remove debris, balance water
chemistry, lower water levels, drain
equipment, and cover securely.
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Fall Prep Checklist 7:  Enter Winter With Confidence

Heading Details Tips

Fall Cleanup Overview A well-executed fall cleanup is essential for your
property’s long-term health. It protects your home’s
structure, your lawn’s root system, and the wildlife
that depends on your yard.

Work through tasks based
on urgency to avoid feeling
overwhelmed.

Essential Tasks • Clean gutters, drains, and roof-adjacent
debris.

• Remove hazardous limbs and clear walkways.
• Handle lawn care: leaves, final mow, aeration/

overseeding, fertilizer.
• Clean beds and vegetable garden; compost

healthy material only.
• Mulch and protect vulnerable plants.
• Winterize water systems and store tools/

furniture.

Follow a sensible order of
tasks for efficiency.

Tree and Shrub Care Apply mulch and protect vulnerable trees, shrubs,
and perennials to ensure they survive the winter.

Avoid over-pruning;
consult local resources as
needed.

Winterizing Essentials Prepare irrigation systems and water features for
winter, store hoses properly, and clean, sharpen,
and store tools and outdoor furniture.

Adjust tasks based on
climate zone and region.

Wildlife Consideration Leave some garden structures like perennial stems
and loose piles of leaves to provide shelter for
pollinators and wildlife.

Small actions now can
significantly benefit birds
and pollinators in the
spring.

Expert Resources For specific guidance on soil amendments, pruning,
or irrigation winterizing for your area, contact your
local Cooperative Extension office.

This is a reliable and no-
cost resource.
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Fall Prep Checklist 8:  Frequently Asked Questions

Question Answer

When should I start my fall yard
cleanup?

Begin fall cleanup as soon as nighttime temperatures start dropping

consistently and leaves begin falling in earnest, typically several weeks

before your region's first hard frost.

Starting early gives you time to work through tasks in priority order

rather than rushing everything right before a freeze.

Is it bad to leave leaves on the
lawn over winter?

A thin layer of leaves can be raked into garden beds for pollinator
habitat, but a thick, matted layer left directly on turf blocks sunlight
and traps moisture, which can lead to mold, pests, and disease by
spring.

Should I cut back all my
perennials in fall?

No. Cutting back diseased or collapsed growth is fine, but leaving
healthy stems twelve to twenty-four inches tall preserves winter
habitat for tunnel-nesting bees and other beneficial insects without
meaningfully increasing pest risk.

How late can I fertilize my lawn
in fall?

Cool-season lawns often benefit from fertilizer applied in October or

November, timed to support root development before dormancy.

Warm-season lawns should generally be fertilized earlier, in late

summer, since late nitrogen applications can trigger tender growth

that frost will damage.

Do I need to winterize my
sprinkler system every year?

Yes, in any climate where temperatures regularly drop below freezing.

Water left in irrigation lines expands as it freezes and can crack pipes,

valves, and sprinkler heads, so draining or professionally blowing out

the system each fall is essential.
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Question Answer

When is it safe to prune trees in
fall?

Fall pruning should be limited to dead, damaged, diseased, or

hazardous branches.

Major structural pruning and work on spring-blooming shrubs is best

saved for the appropriate dormant season or right after flowering,

since timing affects both tree health and disease risk.

What's the risk of skipping fall
drainage checks?

Clogged gutters and poor grading allow water to pool near your
foundation, which can lead to cracking, basement leaks, or soil erosion
once heavy fall and winter rains or freeze-thaw cycles set in.

How do I keep rodents out of my
shed over winter?

Clear brush piles, tall grass, and clutter near storage structures, then
inspect for and seal any gaps or openings before cold weather drives
rodents to seek shelter indoors.

Fall Yard Cleanup Checklist 11

copyright LetsRenovate.com URL:  https://www.letsrenovate.com/ideas/fall-yard-cleanup-your-complete-checklist-before-winter/




