
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

It can be frustrating when you feel you’ve done everything correctly in lawn care and your grass turns brown, 

once again, during the summer.  Don’t despair—this is normal.  And to fight against it is a waste of time  and 

resources. 

The turf grasses that are grown in Jefferson County (and 

in the northern U.S.) are cool-season grasses.  They grow 

best at temperatures between 55o and 75o F, which ends 

up being in the spring and in the fall.  As we move into 

summer and temperatures increase, turf growth slows 

and grass moves into the ‘summer slump’ period.  The 

warm temperatures and lack of moisture will cause cool-

season turf grasses to turn brown—especially during dry 

summers.  This is normal—the grass is not dead, it is 

dormant.  This is how the grass copes with these 

unfavorable conditions.  Top growth stops in order to 

keep the roots alive.  Once temperatures cool later in the 

summer and rainfall increases, the grass will green up and active growth will continue. 

Keeping your lawn watered throughout the summer will not keep it from going dormant.  Remember, this 

dormancy is triggered by a lack of moisture and temperature.  Even though we can control moisture, we 

cannot control the temperature.  It’s best not to water and let the grass do what it naturally does.  Studies 

show that during the summer, slump grass can survive on as little as 1/10 of an inch of water over a 3 week 

period. 

To keep your lawn greener and shorten the summer browning period: 

1) Plant grass species that need less water such as fescues. 

2) Do not apply nitrogen in the spring.  This causes too much top growth at the expense of the root 

system. 

3) Mow higher to encourage larger root systems. 

4) Leave the grass clippings on the lawn- they act as a mulch that will keep moisture in the soil. 

Even after these steps your grass may still go dormant.  At temperatures above 85o F root damage can occur 

and it’s best not to do anything to encourage an already stressed turf to do what is not natural. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H 
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