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In the spring, turf roots begin growing before 
grass blades start to green up.  Cool 
temperatures and moisture are needed for 
growth.  Now is a good time to help your lawn 
recover from winter and prepare for summer’s 
heat.  Healthy grasses will form a dense stand 
of turf which is better able to fight off disease 
and compete with weeds.  A healthy lawn 
requires less pesticide and can also help to 
conserve water, filter water, and prevent 
storm water run-of and erosion. 
 
Take a soil sample every three years to 

determine pH and nutrient availability.  Use the soil test results to determine which fertilizer product is 
necessary as far as applying phosphorus (P) or potassium (K).  Older, well-established lawns often require 
less nitrogen than newer lawns.  Since grass blades are mostly water and nutrients, leave the clippings in 
place to recycle nutrients and to lower fertilizer needs.  It is the equivalent of one free fertilizer application 
after two years. 
 
When you fertilize you lawn is critical.  Fall (September) is actually better than spring.  Do not fertilize yet if 
your lawn looks good after winter and/or you fertilized in late fall.  Excess fertilizer in early spring 
promotes top growth at the expense of root growth, which means more mowing.  Deeper roots are more 
resistant to pests and drought. 
 
Application of any fertilizer on non-agricultural lawns and turf is prohibited between December 1 and April 
1 as part of the NYS 2010 Nutrient Runoff Law.  Use of fertilizer containing phosphorus on non-agricultural 
lawns and turf is allowed only when a new lawn is being established or when a soil test indicates additional 
phosphorus is needed.  Application of any fertilizer within 20 feet of a water body is restricted and 
fertilizer spilled on impervious surfaces (i.e., sidewalks, driveways) must be cleaned up.  Phosphorus runoff 
from lawns can contribute to algal blooms and reduce oxygen levels in water, killing fish. 
 
Lawns do best when the soil pH is 6.0 to 7.0.  Lime can be added to the soil when the pH is less than 6.0.  If 
your soil pH is above 7.5 you should consider using materials like elemental sulfur or acidifying fertilizers to 
lower the pH.  Never apply more than the recommended rate. 
 
If your lawn is overrun with weeds, there may be something wrong with it.  The culprit could be shade, 
poor drainage, poor fertility, or compacted soils.  These will create weak lawns and healthy weeds.  Instead 
of using herbicides every year determine the problem and try to fix it. 
 
If you are renovating or reseeding your lawn, it is important to pick the right kind of grass for your 



situation.  Cool-season species thrive in temperatures from 65 to 75 degrees F.  The four most popular 
cool-season lawn grasses are Kentucky bluegrass, perennial ryegrass, tall fescue and fine fescue.  Each has 
its own strengths and weaknesses.  If you do not plan to water during summer droughts, or your soil does 
not retain much water, fescues are your best choice.  Kentucky bluegrass is not shade or drought tolerant 
and has a higher nitrogen requirement.  Most lawns have varied conditions so a mixture of grass types is 
normally used.  Depending on the species, grass will germinate when soil temperatures reach 45 to 55 
degrees F at the 2-inch depth.  Irrigation should not be necessary as long as spring rains are regular. 
 
When you purchase grass seed, it is often a mix of several species.  Read the label to find out what is in the 
bag before buying.  If the label says “Variety not stated” or “VNS” let the buyer beware.  This may include 
cultivars not well adapted to lawns.  Avoid annual ryegrass as it will germinate and grow quickly, but dies 
over winter.  Generally the more expensive the seed, the better quality it is. 
 
Begin mowing when turf is four to four and a half inches tall.  Set the mower height to three inches.  
Follow the one-third rule when mowing.  Remove only one-third of grass height with each mowing.  In 
other words, if your mower is set at 3 inches, mow when the grass reaches 4 inches.  The shorter you mow 
your grass, the more work you will have to do to keep it looking good.  Lawns that are cut too short often 
suffer from shallow, weak root systems that are not efficient at obtaining water and nutrients from the 
soil.  Mowing higher will also help turf shade weeds out.  Keep your mower blades sharp.  Your lawn will be 
healthier and you will use 25 percent less fuel. 
 
Do not mow the lawn when it is wet.  Disease organisms are more easily spread in wet turf and fresh-cut 
leaf blades offer a convenient point of entry for pathogens.  Mowing on saturated soils can cause soil 
compaction and create ruts in the lawn.  Wet grass clippings are likely to clog your mower and are harder 
to distribute than dry clippings.  There is also the risk of slipping on wet grass and being injured by the 
mower. 
 
Maintaining an attractive lawn can take time and effort.  The best defense against insect, disease and 
weed problems is a healthy, dense stand of turfgrass. 
 
Resources for this article:  Cornell University, Purdue Extension, University of Illinois, Ohio State University, 
University of Arkansas and “The Homeowners Lawn Care and Water Quality Almanac.” 
  

 


