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INTRODUCTION

Introduction

INTRODUCTION

Each year over a billion pounds of
chemicals are applied to American soils.
They can now be found in every water
body, and every human body. There
are now 117 landscape/agricultural
chemicals in the Long Island aquifer, our
only source of fresh water. Although we
are just beginning to understand the of
dangers landscape chemicals to human
health and the environment, we are
already acutely aware of their impact
on our waterways. Toxic algal blooms,
beach closings, and fish die-offs are
occurring on a regular basis. It will take
a long time and a great deal of money to
fix the problem, but there is something
we can all do, right now, for free, in our
own yards.
What is it exactly? A way to
maintain your property without
chemicals, through toxin-free land
management: PRFCT.
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What is
PRFCT?

•F
 or the environment. Landscape
chemicals pollute our drinking water
and waterways. They harm pollinators,
fish, and wildlife.

PRFCT lawns and landscapes are managed
without the use of toxic, synthetic
pesticides and fertilizers. They are just
as beautiful and cost the same. They are
safe for work and play, and are far more
interesting. They do not harm our health
and environment; they help them.

• It’s easy, and engages owners
and practitioners in an important
environmental action. PRFCT looks just
as beautiful, and doesn’t cost more!
PRFCT is everyone’s opportunity to do
something major for their health and
for the environment. PRFCT makes
every land owner and landscaper a
land steward.

Why PRFCT?
• For your family. Landscape chemicals
are dangerous! They are linked to
cancers, hormone disruption, autism,
and Parkinson’s disease. They are
especially harmful to pregnant women,
children, and pets.
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The Chemical
Problem:
A Cycle of
Dependency
Just like your body, nature has an
immune system for plants. Like your
gut biome, the system depends on a
vast community of microbes. We can
promote their microbial health with
a good diet, or kill them with drugs/
chemicals. Before chemicals, promoting
the health of microbes was all we had,
but it was not always fast and easy.
Chemicals changed that, and everyone
figured it was a triumph of modern
science — but the chemicals are causing
toxic side effects. Chemicals accumulate
in the environment, and damage living
systems. Happily, now we know a lot
more about growth and health of plants
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and their microbes, and how to work
with and enhance them, naturally. As
the bad news about toxic chemicals grows,
so does the good news about alternatives.
Landscape chemicals stimulate growth
(fertilizers) and kill pests (pesticides).
They bypass natural systems, and like
drugs, they can have serious side effects.
The fertilizers that stimulate fast growth
in plants crops, stimulate algal blooms,
and poison the soil. The pesticides that
kill bad bugs kill the good bugs too.
Today’s landscapes have been raised on
a steady diet of these toxic chemicals:
the more they get, the sicker the system,
the more they need… a destructive cycle
of dependency. And, the more chemicals
they receive, the sicker the system
becomes, and the amount of chemicals
needed by the landscape increases. This
chemical problem creates a destructive
cycle of dependency, increasing the
amount of chemicals in our yards, our
water, and our bodies.
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PRFCT lawns and landscapes are
healthy, not because they are treated
with chemicals, but because they are
not. The people who own and care for
PRFCT landscapes are healthy, too.
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The Principles
of PRFCT

THE PRINCIPLES OF PRFCT

What is the secret to maintaining a lawn
and garden without toxins? There are
four fundamental actions, based on
how all living things grow and thrive.
Just like humans, a healthy yard must
eat a healthy diet and stay off the
harmful substances.

The Fundamental Four
• Water deep
• Mow high
• Feed and seed in fall
• Leave the leaves

Start With
the Soil
Soil is at the bottom of it all. It is alive
and doing amazing feats beneath your
feet; supporting every plant in your yard.
Soil is filled with microorganisms that
are looking after your landscape. Don’t
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hurt them: feed and care for them. They
need what other living things need: food,
air, and water. The right kinds in the
right amount.

Reading Soil Color
• Dark Soil: high in organic matter,
rich in nutrient
• Light Soil: sandy, or high in salts
or calcium
• Dark Brown/Red Soil: high in iron,
adequate air and good drainage.
• Yellow Soil: poor drainage
• Mottling/Streaking of the Soil:
seasonal periodic water problems
• Mottled Blue Green/Gray Soil:
heavy clay, poor drainage
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How to be
PRFCT?

HOW TO BE PRFCT

Watering
Critical, seems simple, but mostly done
wrong. Water seldom, water deep…
Why is it so hard?
•D
 O NOT start watering in the spring
when the irrigation is turned on. Wait
until the ground is actually dry to
encourage roots to grow deep, strong,
and resilient.
•D
 O NOT “set it and forget it.” Adjust
your irrigation clock and the zones
individually and regularly. One size
does not fit all properties and seasons.
•D
 O NOT water frequently (more
than 2×/week). Constantly wet soil
promotes weak surface rooting,
fungus problems.
•D
 O NOT water for short periods, which
promotes surface rooting. Roots like
cool, deep moisture.
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•D
 O NOT water until it runs off. This
wastes water and nutrients.
•D
 O NOT let spray heads hit shrubs.
Wet leaves are prone to insects and
diseases, e.g. scale insects on privet.
Also, ticks love wet shrubs.
•D
 O NOT water trees and shrubs after
they are established, generally two
years. Watering adjacent lawns is
generally adequate. In times of serious
drought, a long drink (2—3 hours)
is helpful.

Do
• Treat your property as a unique
individual. Every place is different
(sun, slope, soil conditions). Time
waterings specific to your yard’s needs
and seasons.
• Water deep, at least 6” deep, to
promote deep, resilient roots.

22

HOW TO BE PRFCT

• Wait between waterings for soil to dry
at least 4” deep. This inhibits harmful
fungi and mosquitos.
• Water between midnight and 8 am.
Daytime watering is wasteful; It
evaporates. Early evening watering
leaves plants wet overnight, inviting
fungus infections.
•U
 se drip tubes for trees and shrubs
when newly planted. Space rings in
and outside root ball to encourage
roots to spread.
•U
 se a moisture meter to check depth
of watering. Moisture meters are
interesting and fun.
• Check to see if your watering times
are correct for each zone: soil type,
sun/shade, slope, vegetation.
Times can vary greatly depending on
these conditions.
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• Change your timing for weather
and seasons.
• Check for puddles that last more than
half the day. Puddles mean the soil
is saturated or not draining properly
— and they are breeding grounds for
mosquitos. Check for compaction (is it
hard packed?) and aerate if necessary
(see page 27).
• Assign control of irrigation clock to the
person responsible for the health of
your lawn and plants. This is generally
NOT the irrigation guy.
Your mosquito problem may be an
irrigation and drainage issue. In
ponds and streams, there are natural
predators that eat mosquitos and
their larvae. In the puddles forming
on your driveway, lawn, and yard?
Not likely. Make sure your landscape
is drying out well between waterings.
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Consider buying a moisture meter
— they are an investment, but
the benefits outweigh the costs.
A moisture meter makes it easier
to figure out how much and when
to irrigate. You can share it with a
friend or neighbor.

Mowing
Proper mowing is easy and very effective.
•D
 O NOT mow short.
→ Cutting short exposes crowns of
grass plants to damage and your
grass will be thinner. Thinner grass
allows more weeds.
→ Short grass allows more sun to
penetrate and stimulate weed seeds.
→ Short grass opens soil to sun and
dries out faster.
→ Short grass means hot soil. Grass
roots hate heat.
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•D
 O NOT bag and remove grass
clippings. They are free fertilizer.

Do
• Mow high: 3.5—4”.
→ Taller blades equal more
photosynthesis: more food for
deeper, healthier roots.
→ Taller grass shades out weeds that
need sun and heat to thrive.
→ Taller grass keeps soil cool:
this is healthier for microbes and
grass roots

HOW TO BE PRFCT

Fashion is perception. The uniform
short “military” cut lawn has been in
fashion since the end of WW II. Isn’t
it time for lawn fashions to catch up
with the times? Longer lawns look
more casual, feel more lush. No more
lawns in suits!

Aerating

• Mow often. Removing more than 1/3 of
a grass blade is stressful to the plant.

Water, nutrients, and beneficial
organisms reside in the spaces between
soil particles. Soil’s beneficial organisms
— bacteria, fungi, protozoa — need
oxygen. Compaction squeezes those
spaces shut and pushes out oxygen.
Aeration punches holes to introduce
oxygen and organic matter and
encourages better drainage and nutrient
absorption.

• Use a mulching mower. They chop
leaves and clippings to quickly
decompose and fertilize your lawn.

•D
 O NOT try renting and running an
aerator on your own unless you are
seriously strong.

• Mow sharp.
→ Sharp mower blades make clean cuts.
→ Dull mower blades make rough cuts.
→ Rough cuts are more prone to infection.
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•D
 O NOT hit your irrigation system
while aerating! Take note of where
your pipes run before starting.

Do
• Aerate annually in the fall if your soils
are heavy.
• Aerate bare patches that are hard or
drain poorly.
• Aerate more often in high traffic areas.
• Follow aeration with an application of
compost or compost tea.
• Be patient. Aeration can take a few
years to be effective in difficult areas.

Telltale sign of chemically
over-fertilized lawns?
The first ones that are super green
in the spring. What’s the rush? Is
anyone even using them then?

HOW TO BE PRFCT

Feeding /
Fertilizing
Synthetic fertilizers are like junk food
for your plants — full of empty calories.
They are also more prone to runoff than
organic fertilizers, making them more
harmful to ponds and waterways.
•D
 O NOT fertilize in spring. Spring
fertilization encourages fast, weak
growth, invigorates weeds, and invites
disease problems in hot weather.
•D
 O NOT apply fertilizers without
reading the instructions.
•D
 O NOT overfeed. Even organic
fertilizers can be too much if the soil
doesn’t need them, or they are going
to wash away.
•D
 O NOT send grass clippings and
leaves to landfill. Your land produced
them and needs them back.
31

HOW TO BE PRFCT

HOW TO BE PRFCT

Do
Suffolk County
Law 41—2007
Suffolk County passed a local
law (41-2007) to reduce nitrogen
pollution by reducing the use of
fertilizer. It is illegal to apply fertilizer
between November 1st and April 1st
in Suffolk County. Violators may be
fined up to $1,000.
Under the NYS Dishwasher Detergent
and Nutrient Runoff Law, application
of any fertilizer containing nitrogen,
phosphorus or potassium on lawns
or non-agricultural turf is prohibited
between December 1 and April 1.
Application of any fertilizer on lawns
or non-agricultural turf within 20
feet of a water body or on paved
surfaces is restricted.
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•U
 se slow-release organic fertilizers.
They feed the soil, not the plants.
•F
 eed lawns in fall. Use compost,
compost tea, or slow-release organic
fertilizers.
•G
 et to know about organic vs.
chemical fertilizers.
(see page 67)
• Test soil before fertilizing .
(see page 71)
•L
 eave grass clippings. They return
nutrients to the soil.
•L
 eave your leaves. Mulch mow them
and use them as compost/mulch.
•E
 mbrace clover. It feeds turf grass by
fixing nitrogen. It is NOT a weed.
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• Use micronutrients such as BioPaks
when planting trees and shrubs.
(see box, page 35)
• Compost and re-use everything that
your property produces.
• Follow NYS law for applying fertilizers.
(see box, page 32)

Seeding the
PRFCT Lawn
Lawn grass is a cool-season plant: It
does its best in the fall and early spring.
Lawn weeds are warm season: They
love summer and plenty of sun. If you
seed grass in the fall, it will be well
established by spring and make it hard
for weeds to get what they want. If you
seed in spring, your lawn will have only
a moment before the weeds kick in. If
you seed in summer, the grass will grow
poorly and be disease prone.

34

HOW TO BE PRFCT

•D
 O NOT overseed bare patches unless
you first fix the reason why they are
bare. Compaction? Poor soil quality?
Too shady?
•D
 O NOT cut your lawn short or rake
in spring, it opens spaces and
stimulates weeds.

What is a BioPak?
BioPak Plus is a dry, water-soluble
micronutrient treatment that
includes beneficial bacteria that live
in the plant’s root zone, as well as
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium
(commonly referred to as NPK). This
combination of beneficial organisms
and nutrients helps plants deal with
stress and mineral deficiencies, and
encourages root growth. It can be
applied any time during the growing
season, but the best time to plant a
tree or shrub, and apply fertilizer, is
in the fall.
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Med – High
Med – High

Good

Little
Need

Fertilizer

Little

Good
Tolerance

Disease

Tolerance

Wear

Tolerance

Medium

Good

Medium

Good
Excellent
Drought

Good

Med – High
Med – High

Poor
Poor

Poor
Excellent

PERENNIAL RYE

Shade

• Seed at the recommended rates. More
is not better. Too much seed can cause
over-competition and die-off.

Tolerance

• Choose the right seed for your soil and
light conditions.

Good

• Start with a soil test and improve soil
accordingly if seeding large areas of
new lawn.

FINE FESCUE

• Cut grass short, rake, and overseed
bare patches in early fall when grass
seed germinates best and weed seeds
are dormant. Healthy, thick grass will
outcompete weeds in spring.

Choosing Your Turf Grass

Do

TALL FESCUE

Synthetic fertilizers build up salt
levels in soil, and pesticides acidify.
Think pickled soil.

Poor

HOW TO BE PRFCT

KENTUCKY BLUE GRASS

HOW TO BE PRFCT
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Tall Turf Type Fescues are the best single
grass for resilient Long Island lawns.
(see page 75 for more info)
To cover your bases, use mix or blend
of seeds:
• Seed mixes are two or more different
kinds of grasses, like Kentucky
bluegrass plus Fescue.
• Seed blends contain two or more
cultivars of the same grass, for
instance, two different kinds of
Fescue grass.

Typical Mixes or Blends for
Specific Conditions
Sunny, Medium to High Maintenance
65% Kentucky bluegrass blend
15% Perennial rye grass
20% Fine fescue
Seed at 3—4 lbs/10000
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Sunny, Low Maintenance
65% Fine fescue blend
15% Perennial rye grass
20% Kentucky bluegrass
Seed at 4—5lbs/10000
or
100% Tall fescue blend
Seed at 7—10 lbs/1000
Shady, Dry
100% Fine fescue blend
or
Shade-tolerant Tall Fescue
Shady, Wet
100% Poa trivialis
Endophytes are good guy fungi that
help turf grasses resist drought,
surface feeding insects like chinch
bugs, and fungal diseases like
red thread. You can buy seed treated
with endophytes. Look for the
term “enhanced” and a percentage
associated with it; the higher
the better.
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Pests:
Weeds, Bugs,
and Diseases
Pesticides kill pests: insecticides,
herbicides, fungicides, are all pesticides.
They can be synthetically or naturally
based. The synthetics chemicals are
intentionally toxic. They accumulate in
our bodies and our environment where
they continue to do what they do:
interfere with the health of an organism
in order to kill it.

HOW TO BE PRFCT

spring, set seed in the summer, and die
in the fall, leaving behind the seeds for
next spring. They need a space with sun,
warmth, and water to germinate and thrive.
Perennial weeds come back from their
roots in the spring. They generally
cannot survive regular mowing, so are
not a problem in lawns. They spread by
roots and seeds.
•D
 O NOT encourage weeds by leaving
open patches of soil.
•D
 O NOT rake and water lawns in
spring. It stimulates weed seeds.

Natural pest controls are less toxic
and often the reverse of toxic. Natural
approaches promote life and increased
resistance to pests.

•D
 O NOT put massive heavy layers
of mulch under trees and shrubs to
prohibit weeds. It smothers the trees
and shrubs too.

Controlling Weeds

•D
 O NOT wait until weeds are large
to remove them. Getting them small
is key.

Many lawn weeds are warm season
annuals. They grow from seed in the
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Do
• Crowd out weeds by filling spaces with
the plants you want.
• Get to know your weeds (annual or
perennial?) and their preferences (wet
or dry?) so you can out smart them.
(see page 43)
• Cut back weeds before they go to seed.
• Leave the roots of annual weeds as
free fertilizer.
• Re-seed bare patches in lawns in fall.
But first find out why they are bare
and fix it or the grass won’t grow and
it will be a weed patch again.
• Note that grasses don’t grow well in
hot spots, ie near paving, so weeds are
often a problem there. Add
extra organic matter or consider a
ground cover.
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The most recognized (and misunderstood)
weeds. Due to relentless advertising
campaigns to sell the toxins that kill
them, everyone knows, and hates them.
Crabgrass:
Annual. Likes sunny bare patches.
Common around paved areas and
in patchy new or poor soil lawns.
Outcompete with healthy grass or
plantings.
Dandelion:
Annual. Likes sunny bare patches.
Good indicator of soil deficiencies and
compaction. Thick, healthy lawns with
good soil will have very few. They are
pioneers and actually prepare lawn
for healthy succession. Deep tap roots
aerate soil and leave mineral-rich
organic matter behind. In moderate
populations, best control is hand pulling
before they set seed.
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Clover:
Perennial. Not, in a PRFCT world, a weed!
Supports healthy turf grass and crowds
out other “true” weeds. Victim of unfair
bad press. Was included in seed mixes
until seed companies recognized they
could sell more fertilizer and broad leaf
killer without it. Standard ingredient of
the modern, PRFCT, lush, deep green lawn.

Bugs: Good and Bad

HOW TO BE PRFCT

shrubs. Most insect appearances are
either temporary or the result of stress.
For life-threatening infestations, use
low-toxicity application and change
maintenance practices.
•D
 O NOT spray for ticks and mosquitos.
No spray will kill them all, so the risk
will remain. All sprays, even organic
ones, kill butterflies and honey bees. To
protect yourself, spray yourself.

It’s a bug-eat-bug world. Birds, moles,
raccoons, fungi, and amphibians eat
bugs too. Insecticides are bad for bug
eaters. Focus on bug eaters rather than
bug killers.

Do

•D
 O NOT spray at the first sight of a
bug — it might be a good one! Give
nature ample time to balance out the
bad ones.

• Allow some bad bugs. They are food
for predators.

•D
 O NOT sign up for regular
applications of sprays on trees and
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•E
 ncourage bug predators, like good
bugs and birds, with plants that
provide food and habitat.

•B
 e patient. The bad bug population
may have to get to a certain size
before predator population moves in
on it.
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• Learn to recognize the bad bugs and
whether you have promoted conditions
that support them. For example,
sucking insects love stressed plants.

HOW TO BE PRFCT

Planting the
PRFCT Place
Designing for PRFCTion
The design of a landscape can make
it healthier, ecologically sound, more
resilient, and easier to maintain.

Improper watering causes fungus
problems, and, treating with
fungicides kills nematodes.
Nematodes are natural predators of
grubs; without nematodes to keep
the grub population in check,
you need a grubicide. Through using
good watering practices, the use of
toxic chemicals can be prevented.

•D
 O NOT mow to water’s edge. Leave
at least a 20’ buffer zone un-mowed to
absorb run off.
•D
 O NOT plant trees that are known
to have insect or disease problems
(American dogwood, hemlock,
birches, etc.)
•D
 O NOT create areas that puddle or
run off into adjacent properties.
•D
 O NOT plant anything invasive.
Check your local cooperative
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extension’s website for a list of invasive
plants in your region.
•D
 O NOT create planting beds with
empty soil between plants, and then
cover with mulch. Fill them with fast
growing ground covers.
•D
 O NOT choose plants that need a lot
of water or fertilizing.
•D
 O NOT wait to plant trees. Put in
whatever size you can afford now.
Smaller trees adjust more easily to
transplanting and grow faster.

Do
• Use vegetated swales (low spots with
good drainage) to collect and return
rain water to the soil.
• Choose plants that are not fussy or
prone to pests and diseases. Consider
using mostly native plants; they are
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already adapted and equipped to
fend off the local pests. Ornamental
cultivars of native plants are available.
•P
 lant for diversity. Choose plants
that provide food and shelter for
birds and butterflies. In addition to
the ecological benefits, planting for
ecological services creates a learning
opportunity for children.

Maintaining a PRFCT healthy yard
is like parenting; you need to keep
an eye on it, make an effort to
understand it, and let it be itself.

Consider reducing your lawn from
wall-to-wall to area rug. Keep no
more than you actually use, and let
the rest become meadow.
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• Choose the right plant for each place:
sun, shade, wet, dry.
• Start with excellent soil conditions.
If it doesn’t drain well, fix it before
planting.
• Consider creating some wild and/or
meadow areas. They provide habitat
for large numbers of pollinators and
predators, they filter water heading
into the aquifer, and they are beautiful
year-round. While high-growing areas
may attract ticks, maintenance is
minimal; you don’t have to go in there.

Encouraging
Biodiversity
There’s nothing wrong with using
exotic ornamental landscape plants —
especially if they thrive, look beautiful,
and provide ecological services like
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carbon storage and wildlife cover.
However, serve the local ecology even
better. Consider adding some native
plants into the mix, and some species
like clover into your lawn. A balanced,
diverse ecosystem is a stable, resilient
ecosystem. Encouraging biodiversity
through a diverse array of plant species
is the best choice for your yard and
the planet.
Preserving biodiversity is especially
important when considering our
uncertain environmental future in the
face of climate change. Biodiversity is
nature’s back-up generator. When one
species’ population is lowered by disease,
predation, etc., a diverse ecosystem
with many different species is more
resilient, and more able to bounce back.
Other species can fill in food chain gaps
or niches within the ecosystem. We
must preserve biodiversity to promote
stable ecosystems that can slow
down the effects of climate change

53

HOW TO BE PRFCT

HOW TO BE PRFCT

while continuing to provide valuable
ecological services.

Why Incorporate
Native Plants?
Incorporating native plants into
your landscape is considered a good
environmental practice because they
provide valuable services to birds, insects,
and animals that share their ecosystem.
Examples of these services include
nectar, food, and shelter. Plants typically
receive valuable services in return,
including pollination and seed dispersal.
When native species are removed by
human activity or displaced by nonnative and/or invasive plant species, this
reciprocity between the plant and animal
community is compromised.
Although there is still some debate
about the ecological performance of
“cultivars” (abbreviation for cultivated

54

55

HOW TO BE PRFCT

varieties bred to bare more favorable
characteristics for economical,
agricultural, or aesthetic purposes),
thoughtful use of native plant cultivars
in a landscape can create a space that
flourishes in its natural environment,
serves the ecology of the area, and looks
beautiful year-round.

What are Invasive Plants?
As a result of globalization, many plants
have been introduced into environments
where they would have never existed
naturally. When non-native plants are
introduced into an ecosystem, they
have the potential to thrive due to the
absence of their natural population
controls (animals, insects, or disease).

HOW TO BE PRFCT

of international travel and trade. When
invasive plant populations grow out of
control, they can displace local plant
and animal communities, potentially
causing extreme environmental and
economic damage.
For this reason, many states outlaw
specific species and have funded
removal efforts to prevent the spread
of particularly persistent species. If
you believe you have a problem with
invasive species on your property, do
not remove with with out speaking to
your local conservation commission and
consulting a professional.

The introduction of invasive species
can occur intentionally when they
are planted for their desirable
characteristics (i.e. their beauty or
performance), or accidentally as a result
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Your PRFCT
Professional

YOUR PERFECT PROFESSIONAL

Hiring a
Landscaper:
Getting Started
Want to Convert to PRFCT?
Ask your current landscaper do it. If she
doesn’t know how, don’t fire her. It’s an
opportunity to convert a new member
of the PRFCT community. If you need to
find an organic landscaper, here’s how.
Check out www.perfectearthproject.org
for our list of professionals, including
designers, landscape architects, and
other service providers.
When hiring a new landscape
professional, be sure to do a thorough
interview process; it will be worth it.
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Know your needs, make them clear:
• Make a list, include the obvious
(different companies offer different
services): mowing, edging, installation
and maintenance (flower beds,
weeding and edging, pots and
planters, vegetables), design services,
pruning and tree care, Spring and Fall
clean-up, irrigation supervision, plant
health care (feeding and pest control),
driveway sweeping, compost pile
management.
• Assert that you do not want to
use chemicals.
• Be clear about what level of care
you want from your lawn/landscape;
i.e. what is acceptable and what is
not. There are various levels of
lawn care. The more manicured, the
more expensive.
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• Walk your property and discuss
each area. What do they suggest
for maintenance?

Ask Questions
• Familiarize yourself with our
maintenance basics.
• Ask the interview questions from list
below to see if they are as PRFCT as
they might claim.
• Where did they train? How did they
learn to landscape without pesticides
or synthetic fertilizers? How much time
has passed since their certification?
•H
 ow big is their crew? Will the same
people come every time?
• Will they sub-contract any tasks?
(many companies use subcontractors
for plant healthcare)
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in spring.)
• What days will they be at the property?
What tasks will be completed during
each visit?

→H
 ow often do you sharpen your
mower blades?
(At least once a week)

• Do they have insurance?
• Estimate for work? This quote should
be itemized, include hourly rates, and
costs for standard materials like soil,
compost, equipment.

Interview Questions
and Answers
→H
 ow high do you mow?
(3—4”)
→W
 hat kind of mower do you use?
(Mulching)
→W
 hat do you do with the grass
clippings?
(Leave in place, except for first mow
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→ How often do you mow?
(Once a week is okay; best practice is
to never remove more than 1/3 of the
leaf blade.)
→W
 hat do you recommend for
irrigation/watering schedule?
(Best response: As needed, seldom and
deep, 5”. Worst response: The irrigation
company sets the clock for the season
in the spring at 3X or more/week)
→W
 hat is your lawn health
care (fertilization and weed
control) program?
(Best response: Cut low, aerate,
compost, and overseed in fall. Worst
response: Rake bare patches, seed
and fertilize in spring. While many
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toxin-free providers will add nutrients
in the spring to green up a lawn fast,
this is more expensive and can cause
problems later.)
→D
 o you use a subcontractor?
(There are specialists who apply
compost tea and similar products.)
→H
 ow do you decide the quantity and
type of fertilizer needed?
(Soil test / organic compost /
compost tea)
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after 2 years, do not water except in
drought conditions. Apply compost or
compost tea if soil is deficient. For new
plantings, use a mycorrhizal or similar
root stimulant.)
→W
 hat is your fall clean-up program?
(Best response: Mulch mow or mulch
vacuum leaves and spread in garden
or shrub beds, or put in compost
pile. Leave small bits of leaves
on lawn. Worst response: Blow
everything clean and bare, remove
leaves from property.)

→W
 hat about thatch?
(A properly managed lawn “digests”
debris, there is no thatch.)
→W
 hat kind of grass seed do you use?
(Regionally specific, disease resistant)
→W
 hat is best for trees and shrubs?
(Tough love. Mulch with leaf mold
in fall, prune for dead wood or
natural shaping. Once established /
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Digging
Deeper:
More Depth
on Selected
Topics
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Natural
Fertilizers
Natural fertilizers are defined as
byproducts or waste products of plants
or animals. Synthetic fertilizers are
byproducts of the petroleum industry.
Bat Guano
Nitrogen contents fast or slow release,
depending on source. pH slightly alkaline;
no value as soil amendment, useful as
quick-acting early growth stimulant.
Blood Meal
No value as soil amendment. pH slightly
acid, excess will burn foliage.
Raw Bone Meal
Has a variable NPK analysis and is a slow
release source of nutrients.
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• STEAMED BONE MEAL
Slow-moderate release of nutrients, no
value as soil amendment.
Chicken Manure
Should be from organically grown
chickens. Moderate-fast release; it can
burn your plants if applied when too
fresh. pH tends to be alkaline. Water
it in; good for moisture retention in
sandy soils.
Cotton Seed Meal
Acidic pH, provides good moisture
retention as soil amendment. Slow
to decompose.
Compost
Organic matter that has
been decomposed and recycledas
a fertilizer and soil amendment.
Compost Tea
A liquid extract of compost that
contains plant growth compounds and
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beneficial microorganisms. Liquid
extracts have been used for hundreds
of years in agriculture to promote
plant and soil health. It is more
concentrated and easier to handle and
apply than compost.
Cow Manure
From organically grown cows. Can be
full of weed seeds, should be fully
composted. Dairy cow preferable to beef
cow; less weed seeds and lower salts. pH
• Generally alkaline, medium release
rate. Improves soil texture and
organic matter.
Corn Gluten
Fertilizer also recommended as an
organic weed control. It works as a
preemergent, ie, suppresses weed seeds.
It is only effective if timed exactly right,
ie, in spring just before seeds germinate.
It is difficult to get it right, so we do not,
in general recommend it. If it is being
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recommended to you as a weed control
after your weeds have appeared, don’t
buy it.
Fish Meal
Has a lot of slow release nitrogen. pH is
acidic, but does not improve soil.
Fish Emulsion
Is a fertilizer emulsion that is produced
from the fluid remains of fish processed
for fish oil and fish meal industrially
Oyster Shells
No fertilizer value but strongly alkaline
and can improve drainage. Must be
washed well or can lead to excess salt.
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• An answer below 0.15 indicates a fast
release product.
• An answer above 0.29 indicates a slow
release product.
• The recommended level for slow
release products for turf is between
0.5—0.7 (50—70%) for best results
during the turf growth cycle.

Soil Testing
When to Do Soil Tests?
•O
 n new planting sites

What is slow release?

•B
 efore investing in fertilizers

Divide the number corresponding to the
slow release nitrogen portion as listed on
your package by the N number from the
NPK ratio.

• When seeding or renovating large
areas of lawn
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• In your vegetable or flower gardens
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Getting Your Soil Tested:
DIY or by a Professional Lab?
As usual, cheap and easy is not as good.

DIY Soil Testing Kits
• Provides quick results
• Inexpensive (under $30)
• Tests a tiny sample, may not be
representative
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Professional Soil Test
•R
 esults take 1—2 weeks by mail and /
or email
•M
 ore expensive (Avg $50)
•L
 arge samples, more representative
•M
 ore accurate
•P
 rovides specific level of nutrients
in soil

• Not highly accurate

• Includes specific recommendations
upon request

• Indicates only if nutrient levels are too
high or too low

Soil Testing Locations

• Does not provide specific
recommendations
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State University & Agricultural
Experiment Station Labs
Cornell Cooperative Extension
Extension Education Center
423 Griffing Ave., Riverhead, NY 11901
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Cornell Cooperative Extension
Bayard Cutting Arboretum
Montauk Highway, Great River, NY 11739
Cornell Nutrient Analysis Laboratory
804 Bradfield Hall, Cornell University
Ithaca, NY 14853 USA
(607) 255 4540
www.cnal.cals.cornell. edu
Soil Nutrient Analysis Laboratory
University of Connecticut
Storrs, CT
(860) 486 4274
www.soiltest.uconn.edu
Commercial Labs
Soil Foodweb New York
Port Jefferson Station, NY
www.soilfoodweb.com
Harrington’s Organic Land Care
Bloomfield, CT
www.harringtonsorganic.com
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Turf Grasses
Tall Turf Type Fescue
Best grass for Long Island, deep fibrous
root system, excellent drought tolerance
once established. Disease tolerant unless
overwatered, moderate shade tolerance,
can be endophyte enhanced for disease
and surface insect resistance, grub
resistant. Grows rapidly and must be
mowed frequently, once a week or more.
High performing varities: Bonanza,
Phoenix, Taurus, Rebell II, Finelawn.

Fine Fescues
(Many Different Types)
Good Varieties
Aurora, Scaldis, Spartan, Reliant, Valda
Waldina, Spartan.
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Creeping Red Fescue
Dense turf, with weak rhizomes.
Strong Creeping Red Fescue
Less dense turf, better rhizomes,
spreads well.
Chewings Fescue
No rhizomes, very dense, not as
temperature tolerant but considered
most attractive of the fine fescues.
Hard Fescue
No rhizomes, better disease and drought
resistance than creeping fescue, slow
growing and well adapted to shade and
poor soils.
Sheep Fescue
Used for soil stabilization, makes a
clumpy turf; very drought tolerant and
does well on gravelly or sandy soil; does
not need to be fertilized.
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Perennial Rye
Good wear tolerance, tough root system,
compaction tolerant, can be enhanced
with endophytes for disease and surface
insect resistance, best choice for
overseeding worn or diseased areas due
to rapid germination and fill in, sun only.
infrequent mowing, may take on bronze
color in full sun. Good varieties: Allaire,
Pennant, Patriot II; Palmer.
Kentucky Bluegrass
Wear tolerant, recuperates well, cold
tolerant, slow to establish so wait
minimum 180 days for intensive use,
most are sun only. Can have major
disease issues. With 80% Kentucky
bluegrass 20% rye mix, intensive use
is okay in 90 days. Good varieties:
Bristol, A—34, Ram I, Chateau, Kenblue,
Midnight, Georgetown.
Poa Trivialis
Very shade tolerant grass for chronically
wet sites only. Has a very shallow.
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root system so will only work in moist
areas. The least heat tolerant and wear
resistant of cool season grasses.
Recommended Varieties of
Cool Season Turfgrass
Check the National Turfgrass Evaluation
Program, www.ntep.org, to find wellperforming varieties for our climate. Use
data generated at Rutgers University in
New Jersey; their climate is most similar
to Long Island.

DIGGING DEEPER

POPUL AR BR AND NAME

PEST/PURPOSE

TYPE OF L AWN

ACTIVE INGREDIENTS

POSSIBLE HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS

Ingestion toxicity, reproductive effects, immuno suppression,

CHEMICAL

Astro ®

Insects, Ticks

Pesticide

Permethrin

Balan ®, Team ®

Crabgrass

Preemergent

Benefin

Extremely toxic to fish and aquatic organisms

Bayer 24hr Grub Control

Grub Control

Pesticide

Trichlorfon

Harmful if swallowe, allergic skin reactions

Bayer Advanced Grub Control

Grubs

Pesticide

Imidicloprid

Groundwater contimaniton, deadly to pollinators

Bayer Grub Killer Plus ®

Grubs

Pesticide

Dylos

Cholinesterase inhibtor — fever, headaches, slow heartbeat, death

Bayleton ® 1G

Summertime Turf Diseases

Fungicide

Triadimefon

Harmful if swallowed, inhaled, or absorbed though the skin, moderate

toxic to pollinators

eye irritation
Bonide Liquid

Fungal Disease

Fungicide

Copper

Foliage damage

Tree/Shrub Insects

Bacterial Insecticide

Essential Oils

Beneficial insect toxcity

Copper Fungicide ®
Bonide Thuricide ®,
Ecosmart Gardensafe ®
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(Watergreen, Rosemary)

Cedar Oil

Ticks, Mosquitoes

Horticultural Oils

Cedar Oil

Pollinator toxicity, beneficial insect toxcity

Conserve SC ®,

Lawn and Landscape

Bacterial Insecticide

Spinosalad

Pollinator toxicity, beneficial insect toxcity

Captain Jack’s Dead Bug ®

Insects, Mites

Daconil ®

Fungal Disease

Fungicide

Dithiopr

Probable human carcinogen, kidney toxcicity

Dimension ®

Crabgrass

Preemergent

Baacillus Thuringenisis (BT)

Extremely toxic to fish and aquatic organisms

Essentria ®

Lawn and Landscape

Essential Oil

Abamectin

Pollinator toxicity, beneficial insect toxcity

Insects, Mites

Insecticides

Greyhoud ®

Ants, tree pests

Bacterial Insecticide

Malathion

Pollinator toxicity

Malathion

Insects, Scale, Tree Pests

Pestcide

Mancozeb

Cholinesterase Inhibtor — fever, headaches, slow heartbeat, death

Mancozeb

Fungal Disease

Fungicide

Metalalaxyl

Probable human carcinogen
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POPUL AR BR AND NAME
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PEST/PURPOSE

TYPE OF L AWN

ACTIVE INGREDIENTS

POSSIBLE HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS

CHEMICAL
Milky Spore Powder

Japanese Beetle Grubs

Grubicide

Insecticidal Sap

Phytotoxicity, skin/eye/throat irritation, neural and visual disturbances

mPede ®, Safer Soap ®

Lawn and Landscape

Horticultural Soaps

Acephate

Pollinator toxicity, beneficial insect toxcity

Insects, Mites
Orthene

Surface Insects

Pesticide

Aceohate

Harmful if swallowed, or comes into contact with eyes, skin, and clothing

Orthene ®

Chinch Bugs, Sod Webworm

Pesticide

Penimathalin

Cholinesterase inhibtor — fever, headaches, slow heartbeat, death

Pre-M ®

Crabgrass

Preemergent

Propicanazole

Extremely toxic to fish and aquatic organisms

Propicanazole

Fungal Disease

Fungicide

Horticulture Oil

Possible human carcinogen

Purespray ®, Omni Oil ®

Tree/Shrub Insects, Mites

Horticultural Oil

Glyphosate

Pollinator toxicity, beneficial insect toxcity

Round-up ®

Weed Control

Systemic Herbicide

Glyphosate

Possible human carcinogen

Roundup ®, Rodeo ®

Weeds, Vines, Woody Plants

Systemic Herbicide

Bifenthrin

Probable human carcinogen, erectile dysfunction

Scott’s Turf Builder

Weed/Feed

Seed/Herbicide

2, 4-D, Mecroprop-P

Moderate eye irritation, repeated skin contact may cause
allergic reactions

Scott’s Lawnpro Step 3 ®

Ants, Other Insects

Pesticide

Carbaryl

Ingestion toxicity, reproductive effects, immuno suppression, toxic
to pollinators

Segway ®

Pythium

Fungicide

Milky Spore Powder

Groundwater contamination, toxic to aquatic organisms

Sevin ®

Tree and Garden Insects

Carbamates

MCPP (Mecoprop)

Cholinesterase Inhibtor — fever, headaches, slow heartbeat, death

Speedzone® , Trimec ®

Broadleaf Weeds

Herbicide

Dicamba

Endocrine (hormonal) disruption, neuromuscular effects (Parkinson’s)

Speedzone® , Trimec ®

Broadleaf Weeds

Herbicide

Trifluran

Endocrine (hormonal) disruption, neuromuscular effects (Parkinson’s)

Team 2.5g ®

Crabgrass/Weed Control

Preemergent

Benefin, Trifluralin

Temporary eye injury, harmful if absorbed through skin

Treflan ®

Crabgrass

Preemergent

2,4D

Extremely toxic to fish and aquatic organisms

Trimec ®

Weed Control

Broadleaf Herbicide

2,4-D, Dimethylamine Salt,

Harmful if swallowed or inhaled, moderate eye irritation, toxic to

Mecoprop-P, Dicamba

aquatic invertebrates

MCPA, 2,4-D, Dicamba

Severe eye irritation, canine lymphoma

Weed-b-gone ®,

Broadleaf Weeds

Broadleaf Herbicide

Speedzone ®, Trimec ®
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Suggested
Reading
Lawns
American Green: The Obsessive Quest
for the Perfect Lawn
By Ted Steinberg
The Chemical-Free Lawn: The Newest
Varieties and Techniques to Growth
Lush, Hardy Grass
By Warren Schultz
Lawn People: How Grasses, Weeds, and
Chemicals Make Us Who We Are
By Paul Robbins
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Planting
Bringing Nature Home: How You Can
Sustain Wildlife with Native Plants,
Updated and Expanded
By Doug Tallamy
The Living Landscape: Designing for
Beauty and Biodiversity in the Home
Garden
By Rick Darke and Doug Tallamy
Planting in A Post-Wild World:
Designing Plant Communities for
Resilient Landscapes
By Thomas Rainer and Claudia West
Organic Gardening
Healthy Soil, Healthy Plants,
Healthy Harvest
By Organic Gardening
Teaming with Microbes: The Organic
Gardener’s Guide to the Soil Food Web
By Jeff Lowenfels and Wayne Lewis
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Environmental
Garden Revolution: How Our
Landscapes Can Be a Source of
Environmental Change
By Larry Weaner and
Thomas Christopher
Grass, Soil, Hope: A Journey through
Carbon Country
By Courtney White
Phyto: Principles and Resources for Site
Remediation and Landscape Design
By Kate Kennen and Niall Kirkwood
Active ingredients in pesticides
typically make up only 5% of the
entire formula, the remainder
being inert ingredients. These
ingredients can often be more toxic
than the active ingredient — more
than 200 inerts are considered
hazardous waste under federal
environmental statutes.
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Common Landscape
Chemicals and Their Risks
Herbicides:
Pre emergent: kills weed seeds before
they germinate
Broadleaf:
Kills plants with leaves, does not kill grasses
Herbicide:
Kills all plants, generally reduced
effectiveness on woody plants.
More info on specific chemicals and their
harmful effects at:
www.beyondpesticides.org/gateway/

Pest Control
1001 All-Natural Secrets to Pest Control
By Dr. Myles H. Bader
Weeds and What They Tell Us
Ehrenfriend E. Pfeiffer
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Helpful
Links

Ecological Landscape Alliance
Excellent informative website and
newsletters
www.ecolandscaping.org

Audubon
Information on promoting wildlife
habitat in your own yard
www.audubon.org

Perfect Earth Project
Information on hiring landscapers,
educational opportunities, and weekly
tips to keep your landscape healthy
without chemicals
www.perfectearthproject.org

Cornell Cooperative Extension
Links the research and extension
efforts at Cornell University, the Cornell
University Agricultural Experiment
Station and the New York State
Agricultural Experiment Station
www.cce.cornell.edu
Beyond Pesticides
Works with allies in protecting public
health and the environment to lead
the transition to a world free of toxic
pesticides
www.beyondpesticides.org
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NOFA (Northeast Organic
Farming Association)
Offers comprehensive organic
landscape courses and certification for
professionals
www.organiclandcare.net
Wild Ones
For those seeking lawn alternatives
www.wildones.org
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Glossary

B

A

Bifenthrin
Chemical commonly used in broadcast
tick sprays, also toxic to fish

Active Ingredient
The ingredient in a product that is
biologically active, the ingredient in a
product that does the job the product is
intended to do
Aeration
The process of perforating soil in order to
allow air and water to penetrate built-up
grass or lawn thatch
Alkaloids
Alkaloids are a group of naturally
occurring chemical compounds that
contain mostly basic nitrogen atoms
Aquifer
An underground layer of water-bearing
permeable rock or unconsolidated
materials from which water can be
extracted using a water well
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Biocides
A chemical substance or microorganism
which can deter, render harmless or
exert a controlling effect on any harmful
organism by chemical or biological
means
Broadcast Tick Sprays
Tick treatments used to cover a large
area, usually containing harmful
chemicals such as permethrin or
bifenthrin
Bio-stimulants
Formulations which can be applied to
plants to improve vigor
Beneficial Organisms
Bacteria, fungi and arthropods in
soil that break down organic matter
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into nutrients for plants or they can
be insects which are beneficial to
landscape health by eliminating pests or
performing other beneficial functions.
Often these beneficial organisms can
be killed unintentionally by treatments
targeting pest species or other harmful
chemical treatments

C
C:N Ratio
Carbon to nitrogen ratio, used to
evaluate soils and composts
Carcinogens
Chemicals that cause cancer due
to mutagenic effects resulting
from exposure
Certified Applicator
Certain pesticides (restricted use)
cannot be used unless they are applied
by a certified applicator who receives
training and certification according to
national standards
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Compacted Areas
Areas of a lawn that receive ample foot,
vehicle, wheel or other traffic become
compacted, preventing proper air and
water movement through the soil. Can
be remedied by aeration
Conventional Pesticide
Any man-made chemical which can be
used to kill pests
Creosote
Commonly used as a fungicide,
insecticide or sporicide, creosote is
produced by burning organic materials
and can have a range of adverse effects
on human health
Crown
The grass crown is the thick, whitish part
of the turf grass that grows at soil level
where grass shoots and roots meet
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D
Damping Off
A disease or condition, caused by a
number of different pathogens that kill
or weaken seeds or seedlings before or
after they germinate, most common in
wet and cool conditions
Dappled Light
Irregular or spotty lighting, such as
would be produced by sunlight shining
through tree branches

E
Ecosystem
The community of living things in
conjunction with non-living components
of the environment all interacting as a
system
Effective Neutralizing Value
The ability of a unit of lime to change
the pH of soil
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Endocrine Disruptors
Chemicals that may interfere with the
bodies endocrine system and produce
abnormal developmental, reproductive,
neurological and immune effects in both
humans and wildlife
Endophyte
An endophyte is an endosymbiont,
often a bacterium or fungus, that lives
within a plant for at least part of its life
without causing apparent disease
Entomopathogenic Nematodes
Tiny, worm-like organisms that kill
harmful insects such as grubs
Eutrophication
The process by which nutrients are
added to a body of water, which can
occur through runoff of fertilizers and
other processes, and often results in the
excessive growth of algae
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F

H

Fungicides
A chemical used to kill fungus

Humus
Dark organic material that forms in soil
when plant and animal matter decays

G
Genotoxicity
The property of a chemical agent which
damages genetic information within a
cell causing mutations, which can lead
to cancer
Germination
The process by which a seed grows into
a plant
Glyphosate
A broad-spectrum systemic herbicide
used to kill weeds, especially annual
broadleaf weeds. Commonly found in
commercial weed killers like Roundup

M
Malathion
A widely used organophosphate
insecticide that can have a range of
human health effects
Microbe
Any living organism that is too small to
be seen with the naked eye. Can include
bacteria, protists and fungi
Mycelium
Vegetative part of a fungus composed of
a mass of branching, thread-like hyphae
(branching structure of fungus)

Guano
Bird or bat excrement which can be used
as an organic fertilizer
94
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N
Neem Oil
A vegetable oil extracted from the seeds
and fruit of the neem tree which can be
used to fight common lawn pests
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Organophosphate Insecticides
Some of the most common and toxic
insecticides, can damage the human
nervous system

P

Neurotoxicity
When exposure to a natural or artificial
toxic substance alters the normal
activity of the nervous system, resulting
in damage to nervous tissue

Perched Water Table
An aquifer that sits above the regional
water table due to the presence of an
impermeable surface above the main
water table

Nitrogen Fixation
The process, commonly carried out by
clover and legumes, by which nitrogen
is broken down so it can be used as
nutrition for plants

Permethrin
Chemical commonly used in broadcast
tick sprays, also toxic to fish

O
Organic Matter
The “fuel” of the soil food web,
made up of both active and inactive
organic material
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Pre-Emergent Herbicides
Prevent the germination of seeds but
will not harm any established plant,
commonly used in “weed and feed”
fertilizers
Pythium
Plant parasite which can cause disease
in plants like root rot
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R

T

Rhizomes
A rhizome is a modified subterranean
stem of a plant that is usually found
underground, often sending out roots
and shoots from its nodes

Thatch
A tightly bound layer of dead grass,
including leaves, stems, and roots, that
builds up on the soil surface at the base
of the living grass of a lawn

S

Top dressing
Application of compost or fertilizer to
the surface layer of soil

Sensitizers
A chemical that causes a substantial
portion of exposed people or animals to
develop an allergic reaction in normal
tissue after repeated exposure
Slow-Release Fertilizers
Release nutrients to plants gradually
to allow plants to better absorb them,
making them more efficient and less
likely to run off into water supplies
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W
Watershed
The area of land where all the water that
falls in it and drains off of it goes into
the same place
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