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	 Gardening	season	is	in	
full	force	but	recent	rains	
have made it difficult to 
work	in	the	garden.	It’s	a	
concern	when	we	try	to	
work	 our	 soils	 too	 wet.	
Soil	 compaction	 creates	
an	 unfriendly	 growing	
environment	 for	 plants	
and	is	a	serious	problem	
for	 many	 home	 garden-
ers.	 However,	 it	 is	 rela-
tively	easy	to	prevent.
	 Compaction	 trans-
forms soil into a difficult 
environment	 for	 plant	
growth	 by	 making	 it	
harder	 for	 roots,	 water	

and	soil	to	penetrate	the	
ground.	Major	causes	are	
working	the	soil	when	it	
is too wet, foot traffic, and 
excessive	rototiller	use.
	 To	 reduce	 this	 prob-
lem,	 it	 is	 best	 to	 avoid	
working	 in	 the	 garden	
or	walking	in	it	when	the	
soil	is	too	wet.	 	Squeeze	
a	handful	of	soil	and	if	it	
forms	a	muddy	ball,	rath-
er	than	crumbling	when	
you	open	your	hand,	stay	
out	of	the	garden	area.	
	 Walk	 between	 plants	
and	 rows	 in	 the	 garden	
area	 to	 reduce	 compac-
tion	 in	 primary	 plant	
growth	areas.
	 Excessive	rototiller	use	
destroys	 soil	 structure	
and	 promotes	 compac-
tion.	 When	 compaction	
takes	place	in	a	dense	soil	
structure,	 it	 also	 makes	
root growth more diffi-
cult.	
	 A	 little	 hand	 hoeing,	
rather	 than	 a	 rototiller,	
may	be	all	you	need	to	do	
to	eliminate	a	few	weeds.	

It	usually	causes	less	soil	
damage	than	repeated	ro-
totilling	and	is	less	harm-
ful	 to	 the	 earthworms	
that	help	aerate	the	soil.	
	 You	also	can	use	mulch	
to	control	weeds	instead	
of	 tilling.	 A	 2-	 to	 3-inch	
layer	 of	 mulch	 relieves	
the	 pressure	 of	 walking	
on	the	soil,	reducing	the	
degree	 of	 compaction.	
Organic	mulches	are	ma-
terials	such	as	lawn	clip-
pings	or	straw.	Do	not	use	
lawn	clippings	that	come	
from	 a	 lawn	 recently	
treated	with	herbicides.	
	 One	 excellent	 way	 to	
spread	 mulch	 materials	
more thinly is to first lay 
about	six	sheets	of	news-
paper	on	the	soil	surface	
then	 cover	 the	 paper	
with	 organic	 matter.	 In	
this	case	the	newspaper	
is	 really	 the	 mulch,	 and	
the	organic	matter	holds	
the	 paper	 in	 place	 and	
improves	 appearances.	
Soils	will	remain	cool	lon-
ger	 in	 the	 spring	 under	

organic	mulches,	because	
the	 sun	 does	 not	 strike	
the	soil.	If	you	want	your	
garden	to	grow	rapidly	in	
the	spring,	do	not	scatter	
the	 mulch	 until	 the	 soil	
warms.	 One	 precaution	
needed	if	you	use	straw	is	
to	be	sure	it	is	weed	seed	
free.	Otherwise,	it	will	be	
a	source	of	weeds	for	the	
growing	season.	
	 Most	organic	mulches	
will	compact	and	start	to	
decompose	by	fall.	They	
can	be	tilled	under	easily,	
adding	valuable	organic	
matter	to	the	soil.	
	 Contact	me	at	the	Estill	
County	 Cooperative	 Ex-
tension	Service	for	more	
gardening	 information.	
Our	telephone	number	is	
723-4557.
		 Educational programs of the Co-
operative Extension Service serve all 
people regardless of economic or social 
status and will not discriminate on the 
basis of race, color, ethnic origin, nation-
al origin, creed, religion, political belief, 
sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
gender expressions, pregnancy, marital 
status, genetic information, age, veteran 
status, or physical or mental disability.
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	 A	plant	disease	called	
“sudden	oak	death”	was	
recently	 detected	 on	
rhododendrons	for	sale	
in	nearby	states	includ-
ing	Oklahoma	and	Indi-
ana	(ex.	Walmart,	Rural	
King)	and	may	have	also	
been	 shipped	 to	 Ken-
tucky	 (unable	 to	 con-
firm yet). The pathogen 
that	causes	this	disease,	
Phytophthora	ramorum,	
can	 infect	 many	 differ-
ent	host	plants.	On	rho-
dodendrons	 and	 most	
other	plants,	symptoms	
are	 minor	 but,	 as	 its	
name	suggests,	it	can	kill	
oak	trees	as	well	as	sev-
eral	other	species.	Sud-
den	 oak	 death	 is	 a	 ma-
jor	problem	on	the	west	
coast	where	it	has	been	
killing	 coast	 live	 oaks	
and	tanoaks	since	its	ar-
rival	 in	 the	 1990’s.	 We	
don’t	 know	 what	 type	
of	 damage	 this	 disease	

could	cause	if	it	spreads	
into	our	forests	but,	giv-
en	the	importance	of	our	
oak	species,	it	is	a	major	
concern.	
Stores	 that	 had	 been	
shipped	 potentially	 in-
fected	 rhododendrons	
are	proactively	destroy-
ing	those	plants	but	you	
can	help	by	scouting	for	
symptoms.	 If	 you	 re-
cently	purchased	rhodo-
dendrons,	inspect	them	
for	signs	of	leaf	spots	or	
shoot	 dieback.	 Report	
any	 suspicious	 symp-
toms	to	the	Estill	County	
Extension office at 723-
4557 or the Office of the 
State	 Entomologist	 at	
859-257-5838.	
	 For	more	information,	
go	online	to	http://for-
estry.ca.uky.edu/sod	 or	
visit	the	Estill	County	Ex-
tension office at 76 Gold-
en Court (off Stacy Lane) 
in	Irvine.

Forest Health Alert: Sudden Oak Death


