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Chris Goldade
Small Scale and Urban Ag Technician
chris.soilhealth@sdconservation.net
605-290-0109

Our Vision
The South Dakota Soil Health Coalition, led by farmers and 
ranchers, supports the advancement of land stewardship and 
profitability by nurturing life from the soil up.

Our Mission
The South Dakota Soil Health Coalition works in collaboration with 
agriculturalists to support the implementation of practices to 
improve soil health. Our producer-led organization offers 
resources, training, and events that demonstrate how healthy soil 
results in vibrant communities.

Soil H ealth Tips for the 
Gardener

Tips on how to reduce tillage in the garden 
and improve soil health
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Ways to Reduce 
or Eliminate the 
Need for Tillage 
in Your Garden

Question –

How many of you fall till your 
garden?

How many spring till?

How many of you till your 
pathways?

Tillage 
Reduction

Going completely no-till 
is often times not 
something you can do in 
one season. Start by taking 
steps to reduce your tillage 
and prepare for a future 
no-till garden
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Garden Bed 
Preparation

Deep tillage is not necessary to 
prepare for spring planting

Occultation or Solarization can 
be used to terminate existing 
vegetation

Mowing instead of tilling

Deep mulch

Eliminate fall tillage

Fall Tillage

Garden Bed 
Preparation

Occultation – smothering the 
existing plants using opaque 
plastic, cardboard or other 
opaque materials that can be 
held tight to the ground

Must be left in place for several 
weeks to be effective

Mowing of area prior to 
covering may be necessary
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Garden Bed 
Preparation

Does not kill all perennial 
weeds – bindweed, wormwood, 
others

Area will not need tilling after 
occultation but area should be 
mulched to cover the soil 

Solarization will have similar 
results but in less time

Solarization kills faster using 
heat which in turn can damage 
soil biology

Solarization plastic must be 
kept tight to the ground. Any 
fresh air under the plastic will 
negate the killing effect of the 
heat

How do I plant 
if I don’t till 

the whole 
garden?

In heavy mulch, pull back the 
mulch and make a small furrow 

for the seeds

With small seeds, leave the 
mulch pulled back until they 

emerge

With transplants, auger or dig 
a small hole and leave mulch in 

place
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How do I plant 
if I don’t till 

the whole 
garden?

Use a large screwdriver, stick 
or PVC pipe to jab holes in the 
soil to plant larger seeds

If you don’t till the whole 
garden you will have fewer 
weeds to deal with later

Weed Control Without Tillage

-Consistent, short, daily maintenance is best

Exploring some options –

-MULCH! – Cover your soil to prevent weed 
seed germination

-Adjust row spacing to shade out weeds

-Plant cover crops. Some, like rye, will 
actually  reduce weed growth
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Weed Control Without Tillage

-Mow instead of till. A quick mowing that 
leaves the “weed” roots in place is healthier 
for the soil

-Not all “weeds” are bad. Use them as a 
cover crop or compost in place

“What is a weed? A plant whose virtues have not 
yet been discovered.” Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Weed Control Without 
Tillage – Mulching options

-Organic – grass clippings, 
newspaper, leaves, compost, 
straw…

-Inorganic – weed barrier or 
plastic mulch

-Use woodchips with caution in 
growing beds

11

12



4/14/2025

7

Pathway 
Management

Where some of the most 
intensive tillage occurs in 
many gardens

Stop the tillage!  Mulch or 
Mow instead
Tillage destroys soil aggregation, 
creates conditions that lead to 
compaction and drainage problems, 
and increases future weed growth

Pathway 
Management

Mulch options –
- Woodchips – with or 
without an 
underlayment like 
weed barrier or 
cardboard
- Straw, grass 

clippings, leaves, 
etc.

- Nothing at all – leave 
it green!
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Pathway 
Management

- Weed barrier can be a good 
idea for weed control 

- It can lead to the loss of 
organic matter in the soil

- This leads to compaction and 
reduced water retention

Pathway 
Management

- Plant perennial or annual 
plants in the pathways

- Mow and edge the 
pathways instead of 
cultivation

- Leave annual “weeds” 
and mow and edge. 
Living roots in the soil 
are good 

- This will reduce mud in 
the pathways after rain
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Cover Crops
Planting a fall cover crop has several benefits:

-Increased organic matter and improved soil 
structure

-Nitrogen fixation

-Weed suppression

-Improved water infiltration

When planting cover crops make sure you 
consider how they will be terminated.  Are 
they cold hardy or will they winter kill? 

Cover crop options: 
Winter kill – Oats, peas, buckwheat, radish, 
red clover
Winter hardy – winter rye, white clovers, 
hairy vetch

Cover Crops
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The 5 Principles 
and Benefits of 
Soil Health

 Keep the soil covered – best 
place to start.  Either with 
plant growth or covered with 
mulch and residue

 Limit disturbance – goes hand 
in hand with soil coverage

 Living roots – keep living roots 
in the soil as much as possible 
– relay planting, cover crops…

 Diversity – crop rotation, 
pollinators and forbs, cover 
crops

 Integrating Livestock – use 
animal manure compost, small 
animals for garden clean up

Recommended Resources
Soon to be released:

-Healthy Soils in Garden

-Cover Crops for Small Scale 
Growers -Table

-How to Start a Community 
Garden
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Recommended Resources

Final 
Thoughts…

 Why should I do any of these 
practices in my garden? I’ve been 
growing for years without them…

 Bare soil leads to reduced soil 
health. 

 Reduced soil health leads to 
reduced plant health.  

 Poor soils lead to poor people.

Healthier Soils = Healthier Food
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Chris Goldade
Small Scale and Urban Ag Technician
chris.soilhealth@sdconservation.net
605-290-0109

Our Vision
The South Dakota Soil Health Coalition, led by farmers and ranchers, supports the 
advancement of land stewardship and profitability by nurturing life from the soil up.

Our Mission
The South Dakota Soil Health Coalition works in collaboration with agriculturalists to support 
the implementation of practices to improve soil health. Our producer-led organization offers 
resources, training, and events that demonstrate how healthy soil results in vibrant 
communities.
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SOUTH DAKOTA FRESH 
CONNECT

www.sdfreshconnect.com

Presented by: Wyatt Johnson

SD Soil Health Coalition

WWW.SDFRESHCONNECT.COM

1

2



4/14/2025

2

CLICK “CREATE A LISTING”

SELECT “SELLER” OR “BUYER”
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SELECT “SIGN UP”
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BEGIN TO ENTER YOUR INFORMATION

ADDRESS CHECK, VERY IMPORTANT
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ADD DIRECTIONS, PHOTOS(UP TO3), LOGO
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SELECT CROPS ON DROP DOWN ARROWS

FINISHED! LISTING IS POSTED, WILL TAKE A 
COUPLE DAYS FOR IT TO APPEAR ON MAP
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LISTINGS 

MAP VIEW
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THANK YOU!

Any questions?

Wyatt Johnson

South Dakota Soil Health Coalition

Small Scale Ag/ Urban Ag Soil Health Technician 
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