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February 16, 2021 

 

Board of Supervisors 

Fairfax County Government Center 

12000 Government Center Pkwy 

Fairfax, VA 22035 

  

Dear Members of the Board of Supervisors: 

 

I am writing to you today on behalf of the Audubon Naturalist Society (ANS), Washington, D.C. 

region’s oldest independent environmental organization. On behalf of our over 10,000 members 

and supporters, we advocate for the protection of open space, for healthy communities for people 

and nature, and for strong environmental policies.  

 

In that vein, I am writing in support of the adoption of the amendments to the County’s Solid Waste 

Management Ordinance, Chapter 109.1, to prohibit the use of plastic bags for yard waste. 

 

Eliminating single-use plastic bags that otherwise get shredded, mixed into compost, contaminating 

our soils, water, and eventually us, just makes sense. We concur with Supervisor Smith’s comment 

at the October Environment Committee meeting1, “I do believe we need to join our neighbors in 

the region to do this…We are really late to the party on this.”   

 

Any behavioral change takes time and education. We applaud the County’s work over the past year 

in thoughtfully executing an education and outreach plan to communities and residents to make 

this transition as smooth as possible. To be successful, residents must have a clear understanding of 

the viable alternatives for yard waste management, particularly for fall leaves. County staff has 

clearly laid out several alternatives such as switching to readily available paper yard waste bags, 

using more permanent reusable containers, setting aside room for backyard composting, and also 

grass- and leaf-cycling. This latter suggestion allows mowed grass and mulched leaves to remain in 

place to nourish the soil with their nutrients, but it also prevents the need to bag the yard “waste” 

in the first place. In fact, the words we use matter – what we are calling waste is in fact a valuable 

commodity for lawns and natural areas. 

 

At the October Environment Committee meeting, Supervisor Walkinshaw’s comments2 

demonstrate this point perfectly: 

“Sisyphus was sentenced to pushing the boulder up the hill and when he got to the top, it rolled 

back down every time. And I was reminded of that yesterday because my neighbor’s lawn 

 
1 Supervisor Smith: 28 min 9 sec: http://video.fairfaxcounty.gov/player/clip/1870?view_id=9&redirect=true  
2 Supervisor Walkinshaw: 34 min 50 sec: http://video.fairfaxcounty.gov/player/clip/1870?view_id=9&redirect=true  

http://video.fairfaxcounty.gov/player/clip/1870?view_id=9&redirect=true
http://video.fairfaxcounty.gov/player/clip/1870?view_id=9&redirect=true
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service guy came…started out with a gas-powered leaf blower…incredibly loud, for hours 

blowing the leaves around the yard. And then he spent hours again stuffing them into the 

plastic bags. And then he spent hours mowing the lawn...and then he proceeded to spread 

fertilizer across the lawn…you’re purchasing nitrogen – the nitrogen that would’ve been 

released from the leaves that he had painstakingly stuffed into the plastic bags. 

 

In addition to making this transition,…we also have to continue our efforts to educate 

people…to take a slightly different approach to their lawn care that can save them a lot of time, 

a lot of money and from an environmental perspective is much healthier.” 

 

We encourage the County to continue its education campaign with a special focus on alternative 

ways of managing autumn leaves. Shifting public perception away from disposal can result not only 

in saving a homeowner time and money, but also in improved environmental conditions as they 

“enhance soil structure, help it to retain moisture, and encourage good root development.”3 

 

For example, if a homeowner has 300 trees, they likely have forested conditions. In this scenario, 

fallen leaves are “critical to the water holding capacity of the woodlands” and they “absorb and 

shade rainwater from the evaporative effects of the sun and wind.” Leaves also “act as part of the 

natural delaying system to minimize the negative impact on streams, creeks and rivers” during 

rainstorms. 4  

 

As another example, if a homeowner has fewer trees, but more lawn, this presents yet another 

opportunity for education. “Research done at Michigan State University from 2003 to 2009 used 

mulched leaf litter on the campus lawns. The researchers found that that leaving the leaves on your 

yard in such a manner not only does your lawn no harm, but it can actually impede weed growth.”5 

 

Lastly, allowing leaves to remain on-site has benefit for your local flora and fauna, particularly 

lightning bugs6, a staple of suburban summer nights. 

 

To frame this change as a massive inconvenience to a lot of residents (as it has been suggested) is to 

literally fail to see the forest for the trees. Residents will still be able to bag their leaves if they 

desire and the County has presented a myriad of ways to manage autumn leaves and yard waste 

just fine without the use of contaminating plastic bags.  

 

There are additional ways to address perceived drawbacks to this ordinance change. First, the 

County should also consider providing free paper yard waste bags during key times of the year, such 

 
3 
https://forestupdate.frec.vt.edu/content/dam/forestupdate_frec_vt_edu/newsletter/archives/2012/downingleafli
tter.pdf  
4 https://nwdistrict.ifas.ufl.edu/hort/2015/01/22/leaf-litter-do-the-benefits-outweigh-the-work/  
5 https://ggwash.org/view/74379/leave-those-fall-leaves-for-a-nicer-lawn-and-a-healthier-ecosystem  
6 https://armn.org/2020/11/03/dont-put-all-your-fallen-leaves-out-for-curbside-pickup-build-a-firefly-habitat-
instead/  

https://forestupdate.frec.vt.edu/content/dam/forestupdate_frec_vt_edu/newsletter/archives/2012/downingleaflitter.pdf
https://forestupdate.frec.vt.edu/content/dam/forestupdate_frec_vt_edu/newsletter/archives/2012/downingleaflitter.pdf
https://nwdistrict.ifas.ufl.edu/hort/2015/01/22/leaf-litter-do-the-benefits-outweigh-the-work/
https://ggwash.org/view/74379/leave-those-fall-leaves-for-a-nicer-lawn-and-a-healthier-ecosystem
https://armn.org/2020/11/03/dont-put-all-your-fallen-leaves-out-for-curbside-pickup-build-a-firefly-habitat-instead/
https://armn.org/2020/11/03/dont-put-all-your-fallen-leaves-out-for-curbside-pickup-build-a-firefly-habitat-instead/
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as Arlington County does7, to incentivize this change and minimize the possibility of illegal dumping. 

Enforcement could also be phased in gradually, with an educational approach applied (i.e. having 

crews leave tags on plastic bags indicating that they need to be re-bagged and informing of 

potential free paper bag programs) so as not to fine or stigmatize lower-income residents. 

Washington, DC, for years has not required bagging leaves, and uses vacuum trucks to remove 

leaves that residents rake to their curb. Residents should be educated about what it takes to 

petition to be considered a Sanitary District so that this “leaf vacuuming” approach could be 

considered more broadly. While this petition process has been suspended as of March 2020 due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the County could also consider how to make leaf vacuuming, specifically, 

more widely available, even to communities who are not in a Sanitary District. 

 

We hope that you will support this ordinance change to help minimize plastics in our environment. 

 

Thank you for the consideration of these comments. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 
 
Renee Grebe 
Northern Virginia Conservation Advocate 
Audubon Naturalist Society 

 
7 https://recycling.arlingtonva.us/residential/yard-waste/year-round/  

https://recycling.arlingtonva.us/residential/yard-waste/year-round/

