
Moss in Lawns 

Introduction:  Moss is a common problem in lawns.  Alt-
hough it looks like the moss is crowding out the grass, moss 
is actually a poor competitor and is only growing where the 
grass will not.  Therefore, you must not only get rid of the 
moss, but also improve the growing conditions for the lawn 
grass as well. 
 

Reasons for moss in a lawn:  There are several reasons why 
moss will grow in a lawn with, or instead of, grass.  In any 
particular situation, one or more of these reasons may ap-
ply. 
 

A primary factor favoring moss in lawns is that the site is too shady for good grass growth.  Perhaps when 
the lawn was planted many years ago, there was plenty of sun, but over the years, trees may have grown up 
enough to cast shade.  If the site is shady, most Kentucky bluegrasses and perennial ryegrasses will not grow 
well.  The site will need to be re-seeded with a fine fescue mix, since fine fescues are the most shade tolerant 
type of grasses.  A “shady” grass seed mix might contain a small percentage Kentucky bluegrass, but it should 
be of the more shade tolerant varieties such as “Blade,” “Chateau,” “Eclipse,” or “Touchdown.”  The more 
fine fescue in the mix, the better.  If the site is shady most of the day, it might be better to choose a shade-
tolerant groundcover, or mulch, instead of struggling to grow grass.  Moss can also grow in full sun, however, 
so shade may or may not play a part in a moss problem. 
 

Another factor commonly associated with moss is low soil pH.  Low pH soils are also called acidic.  Moss is 
more likely to thrive in low pH soils than most lawn grasses.  It is a good idea to check the pH of your lawn 
soil every few years and correct it if necessary, because unless the pH is in the desired range, nutrients will 
be less available to the grass plants and beneficial soil microorganisms will be depleted.  However, the pres-
ence of moss doesn’t always indicate the soil has a low pH.  In fact, many sites with a moss population are 
found to have a near neutral pH.  Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County can perform a soil pH 
test for a nominal fee.   
 

A third cause for a lawn transitioning from grasses to moss is poor drainage.  Some types of moss tolerate or 
even thrive in soggy soil while grasses do not.  Some soils tend to be wetter, either because of a high clay 
content that drains slowly or there is a water source that keeps up a steady supply seeping into the area.  If 
poor drainage is the problem, the only way to get grass to grow is to correct the drainage in that area. 
 

One last factor favoring moss over grass is low fertility.  If your lawn is not getting the nutrients it needs,  



the grass will weaken, allowing moss, which needs lower fertility levels, to encroach.  Fertilizing at least once 
a yearwill make the lawn more vigorous, better able to crowd out weeds and tolerate wear, stress and light 
pest infestations.  Nitrogen is the element most commonly found to be lacking in lawn soils and is therefore 
the most important to add when fertilizing.  Low potassium, as well as a high calcium to magnesium ratio, 
will also favor moss over grasses. 
 

Lawns injured by insects and/or diseases, or by scalping (caused by setting the mower too low), can also al-
low the entry of moss.  
 

Correcting a moss problem:  Evaluating the site can provide some answers.  Check the amount of sunlight the 
lawn gets throughout the day.  A simple pH test, available from Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer 
County, will indicate if there is a need to adjust the pH.  Fertilizing the lawn in mid to late May or in early Sep-
tember with a lawn fertilizer will help the grass.  A complete nutrient analysis of the soil will show any possi-
ble deficiencies in phosphorous and potassium, and it will provide a fertilizer plan for the lawn.  This service 
is also available through Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County.   Beyond these site improve-
ments, mechanical control and/or chemical control are options. 
 

Mechanical control:  Moss can be removed by dethatching in early spring.  Optimum timing is mid-March 
through April, when moss is still healthy and vigorous.  With a flail-type dethatcher (available at rental agen-
cies), as much as 75 percent of the moss can be removed.  After dethatching, fertilize the lawn to stimulate 
grass growth and increase density.  Be aware, however, that dethatching will also stimulate the germination 
of weed seeds, so you may be trading a problem with moss for a problem with weeds.  Where moss has in-
vaded extensively, apply chemical sprays after dethatching to increase control.  Dethatching in fall may actu-
ally increase the moss population as cool, damp conditions in fall favor moss. 
 

Chemical control:  Many chemical materials effectively kill moss in lawns.  Most commercial formulations 
contain metals such as iron (Fe), copper (Cu), or zinc (Zn) as the active ingredient.  Cryptocidal (moss killing) 
soaps are also available.  All of these materials can kill moss, but some are more effective than others. 
 

Iron compounds are highly effective moss killers in lawns.  These compounds work quickly, and the iron stim-
ulates “green-up” of the grass.  Fertilizers with iron efficiently remove moss and stimulate grass growth, 
which improves the appearance of the lawn.  Iron stains concrete and many other surfaces, so it must be ap-
plied carefully.  Salts and chelated iron products applied as liquids work well on moss when used at rates of ½ 
to 1 pound of iron per 1,000 square feet.  Dry formulations of fertilizer-plus-iron products are generally effec-
tive at rates of 0.8 to 1.5 pounds of iron per 1,000 square feet.  The key to effective control with iron com-
pounds is thorough coverage of moss foliage.  Liquid materials are very effective and give almost instant re-
sults.  Dusty fertilizer-plus-iron products are more effective than clean granular products because they pro-
vide better coverage of the moss.  Repeat applications may be necessary.  The moss should be raked out 
after it is dead; otherwise, dead moss can form an impervious layer over the soil surface.  If sizable bare 
spots remain after removing the moss, it may be necessary to re-establish the grasses by seeding or sodding. 

Cryptocidal soaps are relatively new chemicals for moss control.  Soaps act as contact killers and tend to 
bleach the moss to a whitish yellow, in contrast to the dark brown of moss treated with iron.  Soaps are safe 
on sidewalks and other structures.  Typical application rates for cryptocidal soaps are 2.5 quarts of product 
per 1,000 square feet.  The active ingredient is potassium salts of fatty acids.  Read the product label carefully 
before purchasing and before applying. 
 

Copper and zinc will remove moss on roofs and walks and will not stain structures.  Unfortunately, com-
pounds containing these elements act slowly as moss killers and can injure desirable grasses in lawns. 



In summary, to increase the grass and decrease 
the moss in a lawn, try taking these measures: 

 

Increase the amount of sunlight the lawn receives 
by pruning or removing trees, if possible/needed. 
 

Have your soil pH tested and adjust the pH if 
needed. 
 

Fertilize the lawn with a product containing both 
nitrogen and potassium.  For a more accurate pic-
ture of soil conditions, have a complete nutrient 
analysis done on the soil. 
 

Using a de-thatching machine and raking up the moss will reduce the moss overall, but weed seeds might 
germinate. 
 

Use a cryptocidal soap or iron de-mossing product.  Follow the label directions.   
 

Once the moss population is reduced and the soil conditions are improved, the density of the lawn can be 
greatly improved using a practice called repetitive overseeding.  Repetitive overseeding spreads grass seed 
over an existing lawn without the use of any soil cultivation.  Repetitive overseeding was originally developed 
as a way to reduce the population of crabgrass and other annual lawn weeds, and works best in late August 
through early October.  See Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County’s fact sheet entitled 
“Repetitive Overseeding Can Replace Herbicides To Conquer Crabgrass” for more information. 
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