Color Me Tan


Forget green. Tan is the new “it” color. Just think of all the wonderful things that come in tan. There are amber waves of grain, long expanses of soft brown sand at the beach and golden crispy cheese curds at the State Fair. Now you, along with thousands of other Minnesotan’s, can enjoy the color tan at home with your very own tan colored lawn!


You might think that I am joking, but really I’m fairly serious. I haven’t watered my lawn yet this year, and to tell you the truth it is hardly tanner than the houses down the road that have their sprinklers going every day. Plus, having chosen to embrace the change as my lawn gradually turns gold, I feel neither the frustration that seems to plague my neighbors, nor the compulsion to dump hundreds of gallons of water into the yard just to keep it a greener shade of gold. 


I have no problem with green grass, but I have found that it is easier to go along with nature’s whims than to fight it tooth and claw. Also, I would rather spend money on a vacation than an enormous water bill. 


The truth of the matter is that your lawn, like any other plant, goes through seasonal fluctuations. Apple trees only blossom in the spring, while maple leaves only turn red in the fall. Turf grass will be vibrant green in the spring and will gradually fade to gold throughout the summer. There is nothing wrong with watering your lawn once a week to keep it alive, but a twice daily soaking in the hopes of keeping it green is an imprudent use of groundwater resources. 


Leslie Stovring, who works for the City of Eden Prairie, has a simple reply when residents call to complain about watering restrictions. She asks, “Would you rather have the water to irrigate your lawn or to put out a fire at your home?” The same question could be asked here in Washington County, where groundwater is used for everything from drinking water to irrigation of croplands, industry and lawn care. Of the household water used during summer months, 80% goes into lawn and garden care, requiring local municipalities to build enormous holding tanks and spend considerable sums of money on pumping and processing.


Over-watering your lawn can actually result in shorter root systems, making the grass that much more dependent on artificial irrigation to survive. One inch of water a week is sufficient to keep the grass alive and encourage deep root growth. You can also encourage deeper roots by setting your mower blade high. The taller the grass is, the deeper the roots are. Another option to consider is seeding your lawn with high fescue grass or another drought tolerant species that requires less water than Kentucky blue grass. Better yet, convert part of your lawn into native landscaping and plant it with prairie plants that do not require irrigation and bloom beautiful colors in the late summer.  


Afraid of what your neighbors might think if you turn the sprinkler off? Then stick a sign in your yard that reads, “This yard is intentionally tan.” When the guy down the street questions you, just give him a haughty look and announce, “I would rather use my groundwater for drinking than dump it on the lawn.”
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