
PA R E N T S  114 A P R I L  2 0 1 7

home • this stuff matters

THE SUMMER my daughter turned 
2, I realized that our garden wasn’t 
quite the idyll I’d pictured. A patch  
of poison ivy that I’d neglected in  
our pre-baby years was suddenly way 
too close to her water table. I didn’t 
want a toddler covered in a rash, but 
I was also nervous to break out the 
weed killer so close to where she was 
spotting butterflies. And with good 
reason: “Pesticides are designed  
to kill living organisms; they are not 
your child’s friends,” warns Philip 

Landrigan, M.D., a Parents advisory-
board member and the dean for 
global health at the Icahn School of 
Medicine at Mount Sinai, in New 
York City. “These chemicals can 
cause neurological damage and other 
health problems. And because 
children play so close to the ground, 
they tend to be more heavily exposed 
to any chemicals applied to your 
lawn or garden.” To say nothing of 
the environmental toll these 
products take when they wash away 

in rainwater and contaminate local 
waterways, notes Edwina von  
Gal, founder and president of  
Perfect Earth Project, a nonprofit 
that promotes nontoxic land  
management and is based in East 
Hampton, New York. 

It’s easy to say “go green”—but 
what does that really mean when 
you’re both a yard-tender and a 
parent? Turn the page for 
environmentally and kid-friendly 
solutions for your backyard woes.

a lawn that loves you back
Say goodbye to pesticides, herbicides, and other common lawn-care 
products that are bad for the planet—and your family’s health. Here’s our 
guide to a kinder, gentler green.  by VIRGINIA SOLE-SMITH
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national advocacy and grassroots 
nonprofit, in Washington, D.C.,  
who notes that frequent watering 
can actually promote more weeds. 

2Let your grass grow tall and 
you’ll be able to go longer 
between waterings—at least 

a week, longer if it rains. Set mower 

1
Water less often, but when 
you do, make sure you do it 
long enough to penetrate  
6 inches into the soil. This will 
create deeper roots, which 

will make the lawn more resistant to 
disease and pests, advises Nichelle 
Harriott, science and regulatory 
director for Beyond Pesticides, a 

 6 Natural Fixes for a Lackluster Lawn
If your grass is brown, bare, or patchy (or all three!), you’ll first 
need to do some detective work: Drought, disease, poor soil, 
compaction, and excessive fertilizer use can diminish your 
lawn’s health. Your local university extension service can help 
with soil analysis, or experiment with these chemical-free fixes:

 Step Away From the Spray!
When poison ivy is invading your yard, a bottle of herbicide won’t do you 
any favors, says Nichelle Harriott. “Poison ivy often requires multiple 
treatments and you’ll still have to remove dead plants.” So you might as 
well save the chemicals and spend the elbow grease. (If you’re severely 
allergic, the job is better left to a professional.) Protect yourself with long 
sleeves, pants, and gloves, and then dig up the plants by their roots.  
(For an added layer of protection, put your arm inside a garbage bag, 
then pull the bag down over the plant’s roots as you grab them.) Be  
sure to wash all gardening equipment used, as well as your clothes and 
yourself; use hot, soapy water, scrub vigorously, and run laundry loads  
on the highest temperature and largest load setting. If you do decide  
to spray, Dr. Philip Landrigan recommends keeping kids and pets out 
of the yard for 72 hours after the application. 

blades to 2 or 3 inches minimum;  
this allows grass to develop deeper, 
drought-resistant roots.

3Stop beetles from settling in. 
Tall grass also discourages 
beetles from laying their eggs 

there; when eggs hatch into grubs, 
they can cause those big brown 
spots. Ask your local garden center 
for a chemical-free treatment option 
that can include nematodes, which 
are microscopic wormlike organisms 
that will prey on the grubs and other 
larvae in your soil. 

4Leave grass clippings on 
the lawn; they’ll return 
important nutrients such as 
nitrogen and potassium  

to your soil. 

5“Overseed” to fill in existing 
bare spots by adding extra 
grass seed all over your lawn in 

the late summer or early fall. This will 
fill in patches and crowd out weeds 
while also giving you a thicker, 
healthier lawn. “Use a mixture of 
grass cultivars, and avoid seeds that 
come pre-coated with pesticides,” 
suggests Harriott (your local garden 
center can help you ID a good choice 
for your location).

6Aerate your soil. If you  
can’t stick a screwdriver 
easily into your turf, it’s 
worth renting an aerator, a 

machine designed to create holes 
in the soil, to bring back oxygen, 
encourage microbial communities, 
and break up compaction so  
grass can grow.
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 Know Your Weeds, Help Your Grass
The ideal growing conditions for weeds are not the same as 
those that promote healthy grass, so knowing what weeds 
you’ve got can help identify an imbalance or deficiency in 
your soil. Fix the soil and say sayonara to your weeds.

BLUEGRASS CRABGRASS

DANDELION KNOTWEED

CLOVER

PLANTAINS

While Kentucky 
bluegrass is beloved 
in the South,  
annual bluegrass  
is considered a 
weed. If it pops up 
uninvited, it can  
be a sign of several 
conditions: 
compacted soil, 
overfertilization, or 
overwatering.

To prevent 
crabgrass, try 
mowing your grass 
higher. This weed is 
also a sign of poor 
watering tactics: 
Crabgrass thrives 
on excessive 
watering and/or 
frequent shallow 
watering.

Dandelions are an 
indication that you 
may need to aerate 
your lawn, but that 
won’t be enough to 
get rid of this 
notoriously resilient 
plant. To keep 
dandelions at bay, 
let the grass grow  
3 or 4 inches  
tall and mow often 
thereafter.

Knotweed loves dry, 
hard-packed soil 
and is often found 
in the parts of lawns 
that get heavy  
foot traffic. To fix 
the soil, aerate  
then fertilize to 
encourage grass to 
replace the weed. 

Plantains sprout up 
when your lawn  
and soil are in poor 
condition. Aerate to 
reduce compaction 
and fertilize to 
create a more 
hospitable home for 
grass. Bag clippings 
and clean your 
mower blades after 
mowing, as plantain 
seeds spread easily.

Clover points to 
poor soil conditions. 
To combat it, you 
must till soil to 
remove the clover, 
add compost, and 
reseed. Or consider 
letting it be: Clover 
seed was a common 
addition to lawn 
seed until the 1950s 
because it added 
nitrogen to the soil. 

The amount of hours the 
average American spends  
per year tending the lawn70

please 
wash 
me!

Help! Bugs are 
eating my 
vegetables, but  
I don’t want to use 
chemicals on plants 
my family will eat. 
What can I do?
Pinch or prune off 
infested leaves; if the 
insect colony hasn’t 
had time to really settle 
in, you may be able to 
remove them by hand. 
Next, spray down your 
veggie plants with a 
dish-soap-and-water 
mixture; it won’t hurt the 
plants but will harm  
the pests. If that doesn’t 
cut it, ask your garden 
center to help  
you source a natural 
predator for your pest, 
suggests Nichelle 
Harriott. “Ladybugs, 
lacewings, and big-
eyed bugs are 
beneficial insects and 
can be useful in 
controlling certain 
species of pests. 
Encouraging birds with 
a water bath or a 
birdseed feeder can 
also help keep pest 
populations down. 
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How much more typical 
homeowners use 
chemical pesticides than 
conventional farmers do10x

Turf Tech Stick the solar-powered, 
Wi-Fi-enabled Edyn sensor into 
your lawn and it can assess your 
soil nutrition and moisture so you 
can better determine your lawn’s 
needs. You’ll never under- or 
over-water again. Edyn Garden 
Sensor, $99; edyn.com

 Backyard Helpers

I just got a notice  
in the mail that  

one of my neighbors will  
be treating her lawn with 
pesticides. How worried 
should I be and what can I 
do to keep my kid safe?

A Unfortunately, there is good 
reason for parents and soon-to- 

be parents to worry about pesticide 
use.  “We’ve found pesticides miles 
away from where they were first 
sprayed,” notes Miriam Rotkin-
Ellman, a senior scientist with the 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
in San Francisco. While you may 
not see eye-to-eye with neighbors 
about when and whether pesticide 
use is necessary, you can make some 
respectful requests. For starters, 
suggest that neighbors avoid 

spraying on windy days or near the 
edges of your property. “If they’re 
spraying directly onto their grass 
and you have a big wooden fence 
between you, the risk is likely pretty 
small for contact in your yard,” 
Rotkin-Ellman explains. (High 
hedges or a tall, dense tree line may 
also help reduce drift, though 
nothing eliminates it completely.) 
But if you don’t have a barrier, ask 
your neighbor to let you know 
when she’s going to spray so you can 
keep your kids and pets indoors 
for 24 to 48 hours afterward. Wipe 
down all outdoor playthings and 
furniture before the next use, wash 
any veggies from your garden 
before eating, and make a point to 
take shoes off before you come in 
from the yard. 

Q

Mulch Master Swap your old gas 
guzzler for this rechargeable 
electric model that mulches grass 
clippings with minimal clumping. 
You’ll get up to 60 minutes of 
cutting time with no fumes. EGO 
Power+ 21” Self-Propelled Lawn 
Mower, $599; homedepot.com

Worry-Free Fertilizer An organic 
fertilizer is not only safer for  
your kids and pets, but paired 
with proper mowing it will also 
encourage vigorous growth, making 
your lawn more resistant to drought 
and weeds. Espoma Organic All 
Season Lawn Food, $30 for 28 lbs.; 
available at garden centers
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