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This season, lawns in NNY have turned brown much earlier than usual.  This is due to a combination of 

drought and temperature.  Many people think that if they water throughout the summer, they can keep their 

lawn from turning brown.  In years when we have cooler summer temperatures, this may be possible.  But 

temperature also plays a big role in the summer ‘brown out’ of lawns. 

There are 4 species of turf grass that are grown in northern New 

York:  Kentucky bluegrass, tall fescue, perennial ryegrass and fine 

fescue.  All of these are cool-season turf grasses.  They grow best 

when temperatures are 60 to 70 degrees F.  Once temperatures get 

above 80 degrees they stop growing and turn brown.  The grass is 

not dead – it is dormant.  Once temperatures cool and rainfall 

increases they come out of dormancy and green up quickly.  

According to Frank Rossi, the lawn care expert at Cornell University, 

“Drought stress is rarely lethal.  Most lawns will survive on a fraction 

of an inch of water over a 3-week period.” 

So, a lack of water coupled with temperatures above 80 degrees 

over a period of time (think of the temperatures we had in mid- to 

late June) will turn lawns brown- it is a natural survival technique for 

cool season grass species.  If temperatures are hot, you can’t water your way out of a brown lawn- irrigation 

is a waste of resources. 

On the other hand, warm season turf grasses grow best at 

temperatures that are 80 to 95 degrees F.  Examples are Bermuda, St. 

Augustine and zoysia grasses.  So why don’t we just grow these grasses 

to avoid the summer brown out?  The answer is because warm season 

turf grasses will not survive our winters.  They would grow great during 

the summer and die over the winter necessitating re-seeding EVERY 

year- that is just not practical!  Cool season grasses are able to store 

energy and nutrients in their roots to survive winter temperatures. 

Bottom line:  our lawns are meant to go dormant in the summer.  The 

hot temperatures this June just sped up the process.  Don’t worry about water and fertilization to keep your 

lawn green during the hot summer period.  It is a waste of time, money and it probably won’t stop what is a 

natural process.  Plus overwatered and over fertilized lawns are more subject to disease and insect problems 

leading to more expenditures. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
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