
P e r m a c u l t u r e Te c h n i q u e : H u g e l k u l t u r

Hugelkultur: "Lasagna" Gardening
No-dig layering for living soil: complete field guide by Uplift of Rural Iowa

Lasagna gardening builds rich soil by layering organic materials directly on existing
ground: no tilling and no removing grass or weeds. Soil organisms do all the work.
Especially well-suited to heavy clay soils: organic matter improves drainage from below.

When to Start

S E A S O N W H AT  TO  E X P E C T

Fall BEST Layers break down all winter; plant into finished compost in spring

Spring Add extra topsoil (6–8") so roots have finished material immediatelySpring Add extra topsoil (6–8") so roots have finished material immediately

Any time Works year-round, but fall gives the longest head start

What You'll Need

B R O W N S  ( C A R B O N )

· Cardboard (no tape, no waxy coating)
· Dry leaves
· Straw (not hay; hay has seeds)
· Shredded newspaper or paper bags

G R E E N S  ( N I T R O G E N )

· Grass clippings
· Kitchen scraps (peels, coffee, eggshells)
· Fresh garden trimmings
· Manure (chicken, rabbit, or cow)

B U L K  &  S T R U C T U R E

· Sticks, small branches, wood chunks
· Finished or bagged compost
· Topsoil or planting mix

AV O I D

· Hay (weed seeds)
· Meat, dairy, or oily scraps
· Dog or cat manure
· Diseased plant material

The Layers, Bottom to Top

0
Site Prep
Mow or cut weeds short. Don't pull; let them decompose. Only hand-pull
aggressive perennial roots like bindweed.

1
Cardboard
Lay flat; overlap every seam 4–6" so weeds can't sneak through. Remove all tape.
Wet thoroughly: earthworms arrive almost immediately.

1 layer

2
Sticks & Woody Material
Hugelkultur layer. Branches, sticks, logs. Absorbs water and releases slowly.

Feeds soil fungi for years as it rots.

4–6"

OPTIONAL

3
Browns (Carbon)
Dry leaves, straw, or shredded paper. Wet lightly. Balances nitrogen layers above
and below.

3–4"

4
Greens (Nitrogen)
Grass clippings, kitchen scraps, or manure. Don't pile too thick: 2–3" max.
Wet lightly.

2–3"

5
Compost
The microbial engine. Finished compost is ideal; partially finished works for a
fall build. More is better here.

3–4"

6 Browns Again
Thin layer of leaves or straw. Sandwiching greens between browns prevents smell
and keeps the C:N ratio balanced.

1–2"

7
Topsoil / Planting Mix
What your plants root into first. For spring planting, go deeper (6–8") so roots
avoid unfinished material below.

4–8"

Visual Stack

┌───────────────────────────────────────────┐
│ Topsoil / Planting Mix (4–8") │ ← plant here
├───────────────────────────────────────────┤
│ Browns: leaves / straw (1–2"). . . . . . .│
│ Compost (3–4") . . . . . . . . . . . . . .│
│ Greens: clippings / scraps (2–3"). . . . .│
│ Browns: leaves / straw (3–4"). . . . . . .│
│ Sticks & woody debris (4–6") . . . . . . .│ ← optional, but recommended
│ Cardboard (overlapped) . . . . . . . . . .│

Z O N E 5 B N O T E ( I O WA )

Late September is ideal timing. Dry oak, maple, and elm leaves are excellent browns, and they're free and
abundant now. Heavy clay soils especially benefit from the woody layer for long-term drainage.
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