Wanted:  Residential yard to use for soccer practice


If you listen closely you can almost hear it. Off in the distance, it starts as a soft rumble at 7am. For half an hour you can try to ignore it as you cling to the last vestiges of sleep, hoping to catch up on rest lost during the workweek. By 8am, however, the rumble will be a roar, as neighbors up and down the street step outside and fire up their lawn mowers. Every now and then a string of expletives will erupt from nearby as a mower runs out of gas or an unlucky homeowner collapses with exhaustion after one too many yanks on the pull cord. Yes folks, spring is just around the corner and its time to talk about lawns. 


After a long, cold winter like the one we’ve just experienced, it’s easy to get dreamy-eyed thinking about a time when we will be outside enjoying our yards. The first time we need to mow the lawn each year, its almost enjoyable. At the same time, though, it is easy to get over-zealous with our spring yard care, and in the process, make things worse for our yards and the local ecosystem.


For example, many people apply fertilizer to their lawns in the spring, hoping to give their grass a jump-start on the summer. It is actually better to apply fertilizer in the late summer or early fall so that the nutrients have time to work their way into the soil and nourish the grass roots before the ground freezes. Fertilizing in the spring may make your lawn look nice in the short term, but it can deplete the plants’ energy reserves. 

If you do choose to fertilize your lawn in the spring, choose a fertilizer with 35 to 50% of the nitrogen in a slow-release form; look for the percentage of water insoluble nitrogen (WIN) on the label. Too much quick release nitrogen makes the grass grow too quickly and can weaken the plant going into the summer. You can also save time and money by simply leaving your grass clippings on the lawn. By doing this throughout the year, you can reduce your need to fertilize to one time per year in the fall, or eliminate artificial fertilizers altogether. 

It is important to remember that rain can wash anything you put on your lawn into local wetlands, lakes, rivers and streams via roadside ditches and storm sewers. Read the label on any fertilizer or pesticide so that you only apply as much as you need and keep chemicals and yard waste off of sidewalks, streets and driveways where they can more easily be washed away. Elements like nitrogen and phosphorus that are found in organic materials like grass clippings, leaves, manure, soil and fertilizers make it possible for algae and weeds to grow bigger and faster. Your goal should be to green up your lawn, not your favorite swimming lake. 

A common mistake in the spring is to cut too much grass too soon. Never cut off more than 1/3 of the grass at a time, as it can damage the plant. So, if your grass is six inches tall by the time the ground is dry enough to mow in the spring, only cut it to four inches tall. Throughout the growing season, it is better to mow often and take only a little off the top, as opposed to giving your lawn a buzz-cut that will leave it vulnerable to summer heat and drought. It is also important to remember that taller grass is healthier than shorter grass. If you keep your lawn 3-4 inches tall, it will have a deeper root system, which requires less watering, is better at stopping erosion, soaks more water into the ground and reduces runoff to nearby water bodies.

One final suggestion; unless you have a soccer team practicing in your backyard this summer, you probably don’t need to have two acres of your yard in turf grass. Turf is a practical option for the areas of our yards that we use for backyard barbeques, whiffle ball and sunbathing. The downside of turf is that it provides no ecological benefits, requires regular maintenance throughout the summer, and is pretty darn boring to look at. Consider taking a portion of your lawn out of commission this summer by planting trees and shrubs, a native prairie seed mix or even a small native flower garden. After they are established, these plantings will require very little maintenance and will attract birds and wildlife, as well as improving the local ecosystem. Don’t worry about overhauling the whole soccer field this summer; you can start small and add a little more each year. For plant lists and photos, links to local retailers selling native plants and native landscaping companies, go to www.BlueThumb.org. Start planning now, before the local soccer team shows up at your door. 
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