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Our goals today:
1. Recognize the connection between 

lawn care and clean water

2. Learn cultural practices that 
encourage healthy turf and reduce 
pollution from lawns. 

3. Promote or adopt at least one new 
or improved practice for your 
household. 



CHAT: Who takes care of your lawn?



Outline – Comments and Questions Welcome at Any Time

1. Land-water connection

2. Lawn care recommendations without fertilizer

3. Lawn care recommendations with fertilizer

4. Wrap up



Water Cycle



Watershed = the LAND AREA that drains into a particular waterbody
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How does stormwater end up in waterbodies?
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Major Types of Water Pollution 
in New England

• Sediment

• Pathogens

• Toxic contaminants

• Salt

• Excess nutrients



EXCESS NUTRIENTS – Nitrogen and Phosphorus

• Necessary for life, but…

• Stimulate aquatic plant (algae) 
growth resulting in murky 
water and low dissolved 
oxygen levels.

• Can also trigger cyanobacteria 
blooms which can make pets 
and people sick when ingested.

• Nitrates are a health hazard in 
drinking water.



Where Do 
Excess 
Nutrients 
Come From?



Image: www.fiu.edu/~envstud/labs/nutrientanalysis.html. 

http://www.fiu.edu/~envstud/labs/nutrientanalysis.html


Phosphorus and 
sediment



Nitrogen Cycle

Image: US EPA



Plants and healthy soils FILTER water



CHAT: Questions? Comments?



Changing Homeowner’s Lawn 
Care Behavior to Reduce 

Nutrient Losses
USDA/NIFA 2006-51130-03656



Compiled and edited by Karl Guillard, PhD, University of Connecticut, Plant Science

USDA CSREES (now NIFA) project # 2006-51130-03565

Water Quality 

Friendly Lawn Care

Recommendations



Social Science 

Results and 

Recommendations 

for Outreach

Brian Eisenhauer, PhD 
Plymouth State University

From Report of Social 
Science findings from 
Changing Homeowner’s 
Lawn Care Behavior to 
Reduce Nutrient Losses in 
New England’s Urbanizing 
Watersheds

USDA CSREES (now NIFA) project 
# 2006-51130-03565



Poll: Which 3 of the following lawn 
characteristics are most important to you?
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Recommendations, part 1
Without fertilizer



Simple Recommendations for Every Lawn

1. Right place, right plants

2. Choose the right grass seed varieties

3. Mow smart

4. Don’t overwater

5. Test your soil

6. Dispose of yard waste properly



1. Limit lawn areas to play and picnic places



Expectations: turf seasonal cycle

Image: University of Minnesota, Cornell University



• Use recommended grass mixes

• Overseed when needed

• Plant new lawn in the early fall for 
best results (less weeds)

2. Plant low maintenance grass varieties.



Choose 
the 
Right 
Seed 
Mixes

Turf Species Tolerances Limitations Color and Best Conditions

TALL FESCUES
(turf-type)

Heat and drought tolerant

Fairly shade tolerant

Slow to establish

Fair recovery potential

“New” ones are finer 
textured and darker green. 
Best in well drained soils & 
sun

FINE FESCUES
(creeping red, 

chewings, hard, sheep)

Very tolerant of low pH and low
fertility, drought and shade

Become semi-dormant in heat 
& drought but recover quickly

Don’t perform well under 
hot, humid conditions with 
high fertility

Narrow-leaf, medium to 
dark green

Ideal for low maintenance

PERENNIAL 
RYEGRASS

Germinates rapidly and is quick 
to establish – good for 
overseeding

Tolerant of wear and heat

Can be competitive

Not tolerant of shade and 
drought

Susceptible to ice cover 
injury

Fine to medium leaf texture 
and dark green color

Best on well drained soils 
with moderate fertility

KENTUCKY BLUE 
GRASS

High tolerance for cold and 
wear

Moderate tolerance for heat 
and drought

Becomes semi-dormant in heat 
and drought; can recover

Requires higher amounts of 
N fertilizer 

May produce thatch

Fine to medium leaf texture
and dark green color

Best in well drained, sunny 
areas

Source: 
http://extension.umass
.edu/turf/fact-
sheets/selection-
grasses



Incorporate clover.

Clover fixes nitrogen naturally in the soil. Keep clover <10% of seed mix.  
Disregard if there are allergies to bee stings in the household. 
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Mow high 3” and leave clippings on the lawn.

3. Mow Smart
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4. Water wisely1 inch

1 inch of water 
per week

Water deeply, not 
frequently –.



5. Test Soil  

Note pH 
and Organic 
Matter



Soil pH

Ideal = 6.0-6.5



Incorporate compost or another 
organic matter source to raise the 
organic matter content to at least 
3%-5%.* 

(NOTE: compost can have high 
phosphorus levels.)

Soil Organic Matter: For NEW turf 



Soil Organic Matter: For EXISTING lawn

Build up soil organic 
matter by top dressing 
with compost. 

¼ inch layer, gently 
raked in



6. Manage yard waste properly 

• LEAVE clippings on the lawn OR
COMPOST them if very heavy 

• COMPOST leaves OR SHRED for 
mulch

• NEVER rake grass clippings, 
leaves, or plant material into a 
waterbody, drainage area or 
stormdrain catch basin



Is Your Unfertilized Lawn Acceptable To You?



CHAT: Questions? Comments?



Recommendations, part 2
With fertilizer use



Recommendations for Lawns That Need Fertilizer

1. Know what is needed and what is not

2. Determine how much to apply

3. Know when and where to apply

4. Choose the right fertilizer for the situation



1. Know the soil nutrients
N = nitrogen for growth 
and greening

P = phosphorus for 
new roots and shoots

K = potassium for 
stress resistance



What’s in a bag of fertilizer (in our region)?

• Mostly nitrogen (N)

• Low or no phosphorus (P)
• “starter” formulations will have P

• Some potassium (K)

N-P-K



Where’s the 
Nitrogen result?

Soil Test 
Results -
Nutrients



Reading a Fertilizer Label: N-P-K



2. Determine How Much to Apply
A. Measure the dimensions

to calculate AREA in square feet.

B. Read label.
• It states how many pounds of product to put 

down for each 1000ft2 of lawn.
• It assumes a rate of .9 pounds of N per 

application (in NH).

C. Anticipate how many times you will apply 
this year (1-4). 



Water Quality Friendly Recommendation:
Apply NO MORE than 2 pounds N per year*

1. Apply one-half to one-third of amount recommended on fertilizer bag.

2. Look for results…
• quick release - within a couple weeks 
• slow release - over many weeks

3.   Reapply at reduced rate only if lawn response is unacceptable.

* For lawns greater than 10 years old where clippings are left.



4. Choosing fertilizer (+ positives / - negatives)

• SLOW RELEASE – is generally preferable for water quality considerations. 
• look for > 50% water insoluble nitrogen (win). 

• comes in synthetic and organic forms. 

• nutrient releases based on moisture levels or microbial activity depending on type.

• ORGANIC – is a slow release option 
+ non-petroleum based, is from natural sources in a plant or animal-based carrier 

+ good source of micronutrients 

+ feeds microbes 

+ adds organic matter

- may lead to over-applying P in order to get adequate levels of N for turf

BE AWARE: Excess nitrogen is excess nitrogen, REGARDLESS of the source!



Choosing Fertilizer, continued:

• NORMAL RELEASE SYNTHETIC - may be preferable under very specific conditions
+ Temperature is getting too low for slow release and supplement is needed

+ Need to push growth quickly to prevent erosion

+ Is typically less expensive

- Is more prone to salt burn

- Is more susceptible to leaching  

• AVOID – combination products (often herbicide and fertilizer, aka weed and feed) 
unless you are certain it’s needed. 



Reading a Fertilizer Label – % slow release (WIN)



Poll: Do you know the square footage of your 
lawn?



Do people know the square footage of their 
lawns?

 
Does Respondent Know the Square Footage of their Lawn? 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid No 399 52.9 55.4 55.4 

Yes 321 42.6 44.6 100.0 

Total 720 95.5 100.0   

Missing Not Applicable 8 1.1     

Missing 26 3.4     

Total 34 4.5     

Total 754 100.0     

 



For Help: 
Determining square area and calibrating spreader

https://extension.unh.edu/resource/calculating-lawn-fertilizer-rates-fact-sheet



Is everybody applying?

• About half of survey respondents 
indicate that they apply fertilizer 
to their lawns. 

• Almost 10% apply less than once 
a year

• About 56% apply once or twice. 

• Only 31% apply three or four 
times. 



Poll: If you apply fertilizer, what do you do 
with leftover fertilizer?



Use Only What You Need - Store or Give Away Extra
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3. Know When to Apply
If needed, fertilize after spring green-up and no later than mid September. 

Avoid fertilizing in the mid-summer.



What is this soil test result telling you about P and K?



Poll – choose the best fertilizer based on soil test results (P 
and K) AND water quality goals (hint: >50% WIN)



The New Hampshire Shoreland Water Quality 

Protection Act (SWQPA)

Investment in the Future

https://www.des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wetlands/cspa/categories/faq.htm



Fertilizers within Waterfront Buffer:
•Lime may be used within 25’

•Slow release nitrogen and low phosphorus fertilizer 

may be used beyond 25’ from the reference line

Leave a strip of unfertilized grasses 
and vegetation around water 
bodies and drainage areas.



Additional Information: 
• https://extension.unh.edu/tags/landscaping-water-quality - includes 

video clips, manuals, fact sheets

• https://extension.unh.edu/resource - search by any lawn or 
gardening topic –

• Videos, blogs, fact sheets, manual, etc.

https://extension.unh.edu/tags/landscaping-water-quality
https://extension.unh.edu/resource


https://seagrant.unh.edu/managing-stormwater



https://extension.unh.edu/tags/landscaping-water-quality 

https://extension.unh.edu/tags/landscaping-water-quality


http://soaknh.org/
603-419-0322

http://soaknh.org/


CHAT: Any final Questions or Comments?



Thank you!


