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Lawn Care Alternatives & Eco-Friendly Lawn Management
Protecting Water, Wildlife, and Community Health

Why Change Traditional Lawn Care Practices?
Conventional lawncare can have unintended environmental and health impacts:
· Pesticides may pose risks to human health, pets, and beneficial insects
· Fertilizers contribute excess nutrients that can pollute lakes, rivers, and groundwater, leading to algal blooms
· Shallow-rooted turf grass increases runoff, erosion, and flooding
· Lawns use excess water resources through routine watering

Sustainable Lawn Care Goals
· Improve soil health naturally
· Reduce lawn size where practical by incorporating native plantings
· Practice responsible mowing and watering
Native plants are adapted to local conditions and typically require less maintenance, water, and chemical input.

Reducing Lawn Areas & Incorporating Native Plantings
Property owners are encouraged to start with these suggestions:
· Replace sections of lawn with native trees, shrubs, and gardens
· Introduce low-growing native ground covers as lawn alternatives
· Expand native planting beds gradually over time
· Create native garden beds around trees to protect roots and reduce mowing areas
Important Consideration: Shade
Grass that struggles in shaded areas is unlikely to thrive long-term. In these locations, transitioning to shade-tolerant native plantings is recommended for a more sustainable and visually appealing landscape.
Environmental Benefits of Native Plantings
· Deep-rooted plants improve water infiltration, reduce erosion and runoff
· Increased habitat for birds, pollinators, and beneficial insects
· No need for fertilizers and pesticides
*Fallen leaves can be left in place as a natural mulch to support soil health and ecosystem function. However, leaves should be kept out of streets, storm drains, and waterways, as they contribute excess phosphorus when they decompose, negatively impacting water quality.

Protecting Water Resources
· Establish buffer strips of native vegetation near lakes, ponds, and streams
· Avoid applying fertilizers within 15–20 feet of any water body
· Prevent yard waste, including leaves and grass clippings, from entering storm drains or waterways, where they can release nutrients and degrade water quality
· Reduce runoff by increasing planted areas and improving soil structure

Best Practices for Healthy Lawns
Mowing
· Maintain grass height at 3–4 inches (2 inches for first and last mow of season).  This allows grass to develop deeper roots.
· Avoid cutting more than one-third of the grass height at one time
· Do not mow when grass or soil is wet
· Sharpen mower blades annually
· Leave grass clippings to return nutrients to the soil

Watering
· Water in the morning to reduce disease risk
· Allow lawns to go dormant during periods of heat and drought rather than overwatering

Improving Soil Health
Core Aeration
· Use core aerators to relieve soil compaction – removes plugs of soil
· Best performed in fall or early spring when grass is actively growing
Compost Application – after Core Aeration, to fill gaps created by Aeration
· Apply ¼–½ inch of fine compost to lawns
· Benefits include improved soil structure, moisture retention, and microbial activity
Overseeding
· Spread grass seed over existing turf without penetrating the soil.  Best done in fall.
Compost Tea (Optional)
· May be applied during the growing season to enhance soil biology

Targeted Weed Management
· Spot treat problem areas only, rather than entire lawns
· Use manual removal tools for effective, chemical-free weed control
· Healthy lawn care practices naturally reduce weed growth over time
· Learn to accept a few lawn weeds

Reducing Chemical Use 
For those gradually transitioning away from chemicals:
· Reduce the frequency of fertilizer and pesticide applications
· Conduct soil testing before applying nutrients
· Be cautious of “organic” products that may still impact water quality and wildlife
Fertilizer Guidance
· Avoid phosphorus-containing fertilizers (restricted in Wisconsin and Illinois)
· If fertilizer is used, select products with a middle number of zero
· Use slow-release nitrogen formulations to minimize runoff
Alternative Weed Control Option
· Corn gluten meal may be used as a pre-emergent weed control
· Helps prevent seed germination but does not eliminate existing weeds
· Should not be used when seeding grass

Key Takeaways
Reducing lawn size and adopting natural lawn care practices benefits:
· Lower maintenance requirements and costs
· Reduce or eliminate chemical use
· Improve water quality
· Support pollinators and wildlife
· Increase resilience to drought and heavy rainfall

Additional Resources
For guidance on native plant selection and sustainable landscaping practices, residents are encouraged to contact Geneva Lake Conservancy for a Conservation@Home site consultation.
Sign the Keep It Blue pledge to show your commitment to the watershed and local lakes!
www.genevalakeconservncy.org/programs
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