Rethink Old Lawn Habits This Year

By Kerry Miller, Association of New Jersey Environmental Commissioners

We all want our yards to look good, but it is important to remember that yards serve functions in addition to pleasing the eye or impressing the neighbors. Residential yards, even suburban ones, are part of nature; what we do to them impacts wildlife, water quality, water supply and even air quality and energy use. Taking a moment to review your gardening practices, you may discover opportunities to make changes that not only help the environment, but save you time and money.

Land in its undeveloped state—covered with trees, shrubs and a decomposing layer of old vegetation—acts a s sponge for rainwater, slowing and minimizing the amount that runs off into storm drains, and maximizing the amount that percolates down through the soil to recharge underground water reserves. Groundwater also provides the “baseflow” of water that keeps streams flowing between rain events. The longer rainwater stays on the land, the more can soak into the soil.

As water trickles downward on its way to the water table, the soil’s physical and biological activity filter and purify it. Large areas of cropped grass work against nature’s water cycling and purifying efforts because mowed turf allows a much faster rate of stormwater runoff, more similar to pavement than to natural areas. The soil under a residential lawn is often compacted by landscaping machines and foot traffic; this, plus a lack of leaf litter and brush, help to speed the horizontal flow of water off onto streets and into storm drains and surface waters. 

How and Why to Shrink Your Lawn Area

Homeowners can help to reduce stormwater runoff, and the pollution and flooding it produces, by reducing the amount of lawn area in their yards, replacing some of it with a variety of shrubs, groundcovers and trees. View your yard with an objective eye. Think about how much of the grass area you really utilize, and consider converting some of the rest to non-turf types of vegetation. Think of the time and money you might save not mowing or weeding unused grass, or paying someone else to do it! Gasoline-powered mowers, which have few pollution controls, spew smog-forming compounds in the hottest months of the year when air quality is worst, so mowing less helps to improve air quality, too.

In addition to converting excess lawn, you can reduce runoff from your property by paving as little of your yard as possible. To allow the maximum infiltration of stormwater, use gravel, mulch, or spaced bricks or pavers instead of concrete or asphalt, where practical. Increase the absorptive properties of your soil by adding organic matter such as compost, and use mulch on the garden to retain moisture.

Rain barrels are coming back into fashion as a way to catch and store stormwater that drains from rooftops, for later use in the garden. Plans love rainwater because it is naturally “soft.” Using stored rainwater for gardening reduces the amount you’ll have to take from the tap; catching it reduces stormwater runoff from your property.

As an added benefit, a vegetated area with tree canopy provides shade and helps to cool the local air in summer, more so than a mowed expanse of turf. Trees located on the sunny sides of the house will reduce fossil fuel use and cut fuel bills, too.

Now is the perfect time to evaluate past gardening habits and practices, think a little bit “outside the box,” and make some changes.  Remember: think globally, but act locally, such as in your own yard!

