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Clean Waters is a
collaboration of the
Connecticut Sea
Grant Extension
Program and the
University of
Connecticut
Cooperative
Extension
SystemÕs NEMO
Project, educating
individuals about
the impacts of
everyday activities
on water quality
and simple tech-
niques that help
protect water
resources from the
home well to Long
Island Sound. 
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Lawn Care the Environmentally-
Friendly Way

Americans devote an amazing
amount of time and money to cultivating

the “perfect” lawn. Literally BILLIONS of dollars
are spent each year to re-seed, irrigate, and de-thatch
lawns. Tons of water, lime, fertilizers and pesticides
are applied, with potentially serious environmental
and human health consequences, in order to create
an expanse of green without the biodiversity or eco-
logical structure of the plant community it replaces.
While lawns have roles in the home landscape, includ-
ing covering septic fields and serving as play areas,
they do not have to be meticulously managed to be
healthy and look good. Understanding a lawn’s envi-
ronmental needs and tailoring lawn care practices to
suit local conditions allows for a dense, healthy, envi-
ronmentally friendly lawn with less work and expense.

KNOW YOUR GRASSES

Cool-weather turfgrasses flourish in the spring and
fall and some can spread by growing lateral stems
across and below the soil surface. These grasses,
including bluegrasses, fescues, ryegrasses and bent-
grasses are not native to New England but have
adapted to this environment through three hundred
years of natural selection. These grasses still grow
best with cool temperatures and adequate moisture
and tend to go dormant or semi-dormant during hot,
dry weather. 

New England’s native grasses include both cool-
weather grasses and warm-weather grasses, which
“green up” later in the spring and grow as a slowly
expanding bunch or clump. Zoysia grass, a non-
native, warm weather grass, grows best in hot tem-
peratures, providing a green summer lawn, but it
browns out early in the fall and is VERY slow to “green
up” in the spring. 

Different grass species have varying tolerances to
the range of growing conditions found even within

one yard. Conditions that can affect turfgrass
growth include shade, excessively well-drained or
poorly-drained soils, low pH or acid soils, low nutri-
ent availability, high salt concentrations, and heavy
foot, play, or animal traffic. The major reason for
lawn failure is the improper match of selected
grass species to site conditions. An evaluation of
the lawn area before selecting a grass seed mix or
sod type can go a long way toward preventing
lawn problems.

KNOW YOUR SOIL

A soil test is one of the most important steps in
maintaining a healthy lawn. Soil pH, organic matter
and fertility (or nutrient availability) all affect grass
growth. Proper soil pH (6.2 to 6.5) enhances the
ability of grass to use available nutrients, tolerate
drought, and resist diseases. Most soils in New
England are more acidic (lower pH) than is optimal
for grass,
so soil
pH is
adjusted
by apply-
ing lime-
stone, in
powder
or pel-
letized
form.
Limestone can be applied, at a rate of no more
than 50 pounds per 1,000 square feet, at any time
the ground is not frozen.

Organic matter in the soil helps the soil hold
water and provides some nutrients. If soil is low in
organic matter, compost can be spread in a very
thin layer over the surface or tilled in to gradually
increase the organic content. Leaving grass 

Starting in Your Home and Yard
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clippings on the lawn after mowing also adds organ-
ic matter to the soil.

Lawn health can be affected by soil compaction,
as when heavy equipment is driven over the lawn
area. Compacted soils prevent water infiltration and
deep root growth. Soil coring or aeration helps cor-
rect this problem by loosening soils. Spring or Fall is
the best time to address compaction. Check for soil
compaction by cutting both ends off a large can –
like a coffee can. Pound one end at least two inches
into the ground. Fill the can with water and measure
the water height, then time how long it takes for the
water to filter into the ground. A minimum infiltration
rate for Connecticut soils would be 0.5 to 1 inch per
hour. Anything slower would indicate the soils are
probably compacted. [Example calculation: If a full
can has 5 inches of water and the water takes 12
hours to completely empty from can, the infiltration
rate is 5/12 or 0.42 inches per hour.]

KNOW YOUR FERTILITY

Before adding ANY fertilizer to the lawn, consider all
the “free” sources of nutrients. Rainfall provides about
one-half pound of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet
every year.  Lesser amounts of phosphorus and sulfur
also come with the rain. Lawns that have clover in
their plant mix require less nitrogen since the clover
“fixes” nitrogen and makes it available to the sur-
rounding plants. Leaving the grass clippings on the
lawn after mowing is the best kind of fertilizer.
Research at the University of Connecticut shows that
recycling clippings in place reduces the need for sup-
plemental fertilizer applications by 50 to 100 per cent!

If you must fertilize, avoid over-fertilization by follow-
ing soil test recommendations. Choose a fertilizer for-
mulation that most closely matches what the soil
lacks. Slow-release fertilizers improve the chances

ALL GRASSES ARE NOT CREATED EQUAL 
Low pH

Shade Drought Wet Soil              Acid Soil Low Fertility             Salt Traffic Wear
Tolerance Tolerance Tolerance Tolerance Tolerance Tolerance Tolerance

Fine Leaf Fescues XX XX X XX

Roughstalk 
Bluegrass (M) XX XX

Supina Bluegrass (M) XX XX

Tall Fescue X XX XX XX X XX XX

Zoysia grass X XX X X X X XX

Kentucky Bluegrass X X X

Canada Bluegrass (C) XX

Redtop (C) XX XX

Perennial Rye Grass X X X X

Key  XX = Excellent (M) = moist conditions required
X = Good (C) = for conservation or erosion control areas

= Poor
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that nutrients will remain in the root zone until the
grass can use them.  For additional water quality
protection, use organic fertilizers if possible.
Organic formulas combine the benefits of slow
nutrient release with the addition of organic matter
to the soil. Organic fertilizers may also help reduce
some turf disease problems. 

Turf type will determine the annual amount of fer-
tilizer required for a healthy lawn. Never apply more
than one pound of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet at
one time. To determine what is one pound of nitro-
gen, divide the first number on the fertilizer bag into
100. The result is the amount (in pounds) of fertilizer
that should be applied to 1,000 square feet of lawn.
Fine and tall fescue-type lawns require only one
(September) or two (May and September) applica-
tions per year. Bluegrass lawns generally require
three applications. Recommended application
times coincide with three holidays: Memorial Day,
Labor Day and Columbus Day. 

To ensure best plant use of fertilizers and to
reduce potential water quality problems, New
England lawns should never be fertilized before
April 1 or after October 15.  Always check the
weather and avoid applying fertilizer before heavy
rainstorms or during long, dry spells.

KNOW YOUR WATERING SCHEDULE

Most lawns require about one inch of water per
week, either from natural rainfall or irrigation. Some
homeowners like to water their lawn for a few min-
utes several times a week, but this practice actually
weakens the grass by discouraging deep root
growth. To promote deep root growth and drought
resistance, use a rain gauge to keep track of rain-
fall. If Mother Nature has not provided an inch of
rain in a week, then apply an inch of water. Measure
watering levels by placing a tuna fish or other shal-
low can under the sprinkler system. Don’t apply
water faster than the ground can soak it up. If water
runs off the lawn, slow down the watering.

During prolonged dry spells, it is better to let the
lawn go dormant than to stress the grass by water-
ing and forcing it to grow. Stressed grass is suscep-
tible to pest and disease problems. Fine fescues
and turf-type tall fescues are the more drought-tol-
erant of the common lawn grasses. Bluegrasses,

ryegrasses and bentgrasses may require supplemental
water to survive drought conditions.

KNOW YOUR PESTS

The best tool for pest management is to plant grass
varieties suitable for the site’s growing conditions, and
then to avoid stressing them with poor lawn care prac-
tices. Weeds have a hard time invading a dense,
healthy lawn. When establishing a new lawn or over-
seeding an old one, take advantage of a natural pest
control by looking for “endophyte-enhanced” seed vari-

eties. Certain fescues and ryegrasses contain a fungus
that produces compounds that reduce certain insect
and disease problems. As these varieties also tend to
be more drought-tolerant, water and pesticide use can
be reduced at the same time.

Scout your lawn for pest problems frequently; catch-
ing a problem early makes it easier to correct. If you
find a problem, take time to determine: 
• What is causing the problem? 
• What is the potential for damage? 
• What is the best approach to solve the problem? 

Correct identification of pest problems is CRITICAL. It
does no good to spray grub control pesticides on
brown spots in your lawn if they were actually caused
by a fungus or dog urine. 

Reduce your use of, and exposure to, pesticides by
only treating the problem area. Avoid the use of 
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For more information contact: Connecticut Sea Grant,
1084 Shennecossett Rd., Groton, CT 06340
www.seagrant.uconn.edu

combination fertilizer-pesticide products, which force
you to treat your entire lawn. You should also avoid
applying pesticides according to a calendar UNLESS
you have had a problem for several years and a pesti-
cide is the ONLY means of control. When pesticide
use is necessary, ALWAYS READ THE ENTIRE LABEL!
Products should be chosen and treatments timed to
be most effective in dealing with the pest and least
likely to damage natural controls or be carried to other
parts of the environment. 

KNOW YOUR LAWN MOWER

How a lawn is mowed can help or hurt lawn health.
Even the choice of lawn mower and its maintenance
can make a difference. Gas-powered lawn mowers
produce the same amount of air pollution in one hour
as driving a car for 350 miles. Consider electric power
or reel-type push mowers if you have small lawn areas
to manage.  Keep the mower blade sharp so grass
blades are cut cleanly, reducing moisture loss and lim-
iting disease spread. A mulching blade cuts grass clip-
pings into very small pieces so they can be left on the
lawn without clumping. 

Always try to mow when the grass is dry to prevent
spreading disease problems. Mow the lawn to the rec-
ommended height for the grass variety but never less
than two inches. Grass plants have a hard time recov-
ering from mowing if they have little blade left with
which to photosynthesize. Reduce plant stress by
never removing more than one-third of the blade at a
time. Recommended mowing heights are:
• Tall fescues: 2.5 - 3 inches
• Perennial ryegrass/fine fescues: 2 - 3 inches
• Kentucky bluegrass: 2.5 inches
• Zoysia grass: 1 inch (an exception) 

UNDERSTAND THATCH

Thatch is a dense layer of dead grass stems and
roots that develops between the soil surface and the
green grass blades. Contrary to popular belief, grass
clippings do NOT contribute to thatch problems.
Heavy thatch reduces water infiltration into the soil.
Some grasses (fine fescues, Kentucky bluegrass) are
prone to thatch problems; others (tall fescues, peren-
nial ryegrass) are not. Serious thatch problems are
usually a sign of poor lawn care practices, such as

over-fertilization and improper mowing. De-thatching,
best done in the fall, is recommended for lawns with
more than one inch of thatch build-up. Top-dressing
the lawn with a thin layer of good topsoil will also help
control thatch. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

There are lots of excellent fact sheets available
from The University of Connecticut Cooperative
Extension System that cover lawn and pest problems
in great detail. Call the University’s Home and Garden
Education Center, toll-free, at 877-486-6271 or check
out the website at <http://www.lib.uconn.edu/canr/
HomeGard/>  (case-sensitive).

Written by –
Heather M. Crawford
Coastal Resources Educator
CT Sea Grant Extension Program

Karl Guillard
Associate Professor of Agronomy, 
Department of Plant Science 
University of Connecticut


