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Lawn care is a big part of our summers here is 
Western New York.  Did you know that in New 
York State, there are over 2.8 million acres of 
home lawns?  A 2005 study, published in the 
journal Environmental Management, showed that 
turf grass (lawns) was the biggest irrigated crop in 
the United States.  I doubt that has changed much 
in 15 years.  Americans love their lawns but are we 
practicing good lawn management? 
 
The biggest mistake most homeowners make is 
mowing their grass too short.  Frank Rossi, turf 
specialist in Cornell University's Department of Horticulture, explains in a YouTube video 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=guFJDNP9j9s) why it is best to set your mower at 3 inches or higher.  
As he tells us, one of the keys to a healthy lawn is to mow it higher.  Mowing high lets the turf roots grow 
deeper and out compete weeds for light, nutrients and water.  Set the mower as high as it will go.  Follow 
the 1/3 rule – never remove more than a third of the blade every time you mow.  If you want to keep your 
lawn around 3 inches (no lower, please) you have to let it grow to 4 - 4.5 inches before you mow.  During 
the spring rush you may have to mow every 5 days.  During the rest of the summer, this means mowing 
your lawn less frequently, maybe every 7 to 14 days.  As summer heats up, our cool season grasses start to 
slow their rate of growth.  If we have a summer drought you won’t need to mow at all. 
 
Do not scalp your lawn!  Proper mowing has a major impact on lawn health.  Lawns cut lower than 3 inches 
require more fertilizer and water.  Keeping lawns short is stressful for the grass plants as it means less leaf 
area for photosynthesis, resulting in less root growth.  It also sets the homeowner up for a very high 
maintenance lawn.  Simply raising the mowing height is an easy way to improve the quality of your lawn 
and reduce potential problems such as crabgrass. 
 
Following the one third rule also helps with lawn clippings.  You don’t have to rake.  Grass blades are 
mainly made up of water and nutrients.  If you leave your clippings on the lawn, it means less fertilizing, 
which is good for the environment.  The clippings will break down quickly, returning nutrients and organic 
matter to the soil. 
 
Make sure your mower blades are sharp.  Dull mower blades increase fuel use by up to 20 percent.  They 
also shred the tips of grass blades.  When grass blade tips are ragged and brown, your blades need to be 
sharpened. 
 
Change direction when you mow.  Grass leans toward the direction you mow which is how we get those 
fancy patterns and lines.  Alternating the pattern encourages upright growth and a better quality of cut.  It 
also reduces soil compaction from following the same route. 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=guFJDNP9j9s


Before liming or fertilizing you should check the soil pH and nutrient levels via a soil test.  Testing should be 
done about every 5 years.   Turf does fine if the soil pH is in the 6.0 to 7.5 range.  Cool season grasses do 
most of their growing in spring and fall, so a summer application of fertilizer is not good for the lawn.  The 
lawn does not need it as it is not actively growing.  Late summer into early fall is the best time to apply 
fertilizer as it will encourage a strong, healthy root system.  Excess nitrogen can also lead to more diseases. 
 
Patch those bare spots before weeds move in.  You can fill bare spots using a perennial rye grass seed mix.  
Personally, I like to use white clover.  I don’t think of it as a weed, but as a natural fertilizer for my lawn.  
White clover is a legume and like other legumes it can take nitrogen from the air and “fix it” to a form 
plants can use.  Clover flowers are also loved by many bees and pollinators so you can make your lawn 
more bee friendly. 
 
If you are having issues getting grass to grow in certain areas, do a site assessment.  Is it getting enough 
sun?  Even shade tolerant grasses need a minimum of 4 hours of direct sun daily.  If the issue is too much 
foot traffic, consider alternatives such as inorganic mulches.  Gravel, stone, or some kind of hardscape 
would be better.  Under shady trees, organic mulches or a shade tolerant groundcover may be the better 
solution than scraggly grass. 
 
Why would anyone apply pesticides that are not needed?  But we do on our lawns every year.  First of all, 
do you actually have a pest or disease that needs treating?  Do not apply a pesticide without a proper 
diagnosis.  Know the pest you are treating for and the right time of application.  Chances are the whole 
lawn is not infected or infested so only treat the area that is.  Always read pesticide labels completely for 
proper application and use.  All of the information on a label is important, not just the rate of application.  
Never apply pesticides on a windy day or just before heavy rains, and never apply pesticides or fertilizers 
to lawns suffering from heat or drought stress. 
 
A healthy, dense vigorous lawn is attractive and it can be an environmental asset.  Lawns give kids and pets 
a safe place for outdoor fun.  Lawns can help reduce runoff of contaminants and reduce soil erosion since 
they catch and filter surface water, especially during a heavy rain event.  Lawns can cool surface 
temperatures.  They capture and store carbon, filter air pollutants and they even help reduce noise 
pollution. A well-maintained lawn can also increase the value of your home. 
 
But to effectively perform these functions a lawn does not have be perfectly manicured.  You don’t have to 
kill every weed in your lawn.  You don’t have to water it during a drought.  Strive for balance when taking 
care of your lawn.  Reduce pesticides, fertilizer and water consumption. 
 
Remember, lawns cut lower than 3 inches will require more fertilizer and water.  They are also more likely 
to have weed, insect and disease issues.  If you have been having lawn issues, the solution could be as 
simple as mowing correctly.  Try it for a year and see if your lawn improves. 
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