
Watershed Hacks for Uncertain Times
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Webcast # 4: 
Sustainable Lawns and Conservation Landscapes 
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Courtesy: Chesapeake Bay Program Office



About this Webcast Series 

We’re stuck at home, let’s talk about our homes
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• Practical – low cost 
activities, with materials we 
have (or can easily get)

• Family Oriented – how do 
we make this fun and 
engaging for our families

• Interactive – let’s share 
ideas and have fun with it



Archived Webcasts in the Series
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Date Webcast

April 17th Victory Rain Gardens

April 24th Your Kids’ Future Forest Canopy

April 30th (Thur) Stormwater Art on Your Home Ground

Watch at: chesapeakestormwater.net/events/categories/webcasts 



Today’s All-Star Cast 

• Ring-master: David Wood

• “Home Schooling”: Alana Hartman

• Zen Lawn Care: Tom Schueler

• Conservation Landscaping: Phillip Merritt

• Hacker: Mary Gattis

• Contributors: All of You !
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Reconsidering Your Home Lawn 
in the Bay Watershed

1. Webcast Introduction
2. Home Schooling with 

Alana
3. Zen Guide to Lawn Care
4. CSN Crop Circle 

Challenge
5. Cool Conservation 

Landscaping Choices
6. Good Hacks for Your 

Home Landscaping 
7. Sharing Tips and Tricks 
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Alana’s Home Schooling and Watershed 
Quiz  



Which of the following statements is true ?  

(A) There are more than twice as many acres of turf 
cover than tidal and non-tidal wetland cover in 
the Chesapeake Bay watershed.

(B) There are now at least 50 acres of turf grass in 
the Bay watershed for every acre of sea grass in the 
Bay, which partly explains why we have so little of the 
latter,

(C) Turf cover now exceeds the combined 
acreage of pasture, hay, corn, soybeans and wheat 
grown in the Chesapeake Bay watershed. 

(D) Turf cover in the watershed has tripled in the 
last four decades, and is the fastest growing land 
cover category in the entire Bay



Which of the following statements is NOT 
true ?  

(A) 215 million pounds of nitrogen fertilizer is 
applied to Bay lawns, which is enough to grow 2 
million acres of corn

(B) Lawn and garden equipment is the second 
leading emitter of smog precursors in the 
summer months in region, right behind cars 
and trucks

(C) More than 50,000 folks work for lawn care 
companies in the watershed and we spend 
nearly a billion dollars a year on grass

(D) Tom Schueler has two eyebrows



Is your lawn at high risk for nutrient export ?

1. Fertilized at twice the 
recommended rate

2. P-saturated soils 

3. Newly-established lawns

4. Slopes steeper than 15% 

5. Turf  has exposed soil 
over 10% of lawn surface 

6. Water table is within 3 
feet of surface  

7. Lawn is irrigated twice a 
week

8. Shallow, compacted soils 
w/ low water holding 
capacity

9. High use areas like ball-
fields 

10.Sandy soils w/rapid 
infiltration rates

11.Within 150 feet of stream, 
river or the Bay 

12.Located in limestone 
terrain (karst)



What percent of your Bay neighbors 
bag, mulch, or compost leaves 

that fall on their lawns? 

(a) 20%

(b) 32%

(c) 50%

(d) 65%

Not matter what answer you pick, it means 
a lot of them simply let them blow into 
someone else’s yard !



According to the most recent Bay survey, what 
percent of Bay residents apply pesticides and 

herbicides on their property? 

a) 18%

b) 32%

c) 43%

d) 52%

e) 69%  



What percent of urban streams sampled 
nationwide hade one or more pesticide compounds 
that exceeded chronic aquatic life toxicity criteria?

(a)   10%

(b)   25%

(c)    50%

(d)    70%

(e)    90%



How many households own a dog?  
What percentage of dog-walkers pick up 
after their pets? 

Answer:

About 40% of all households own 

a dog

Only half of dog owners are dog 

walkers

About 60% of dog-walkers claim 

to pick up after their 

dog “some or  all of the time”

What a bunch of liars



What percentage of homeowners wash their own cars 
and how frequently do they do it?

65% of households wash 
their own cars

60% of these can be 
considered chronic car 
washers (wash at least once 
a month)

80% reported wash water 
drained directly to the street 

Source: WA Dept. of Ecology



Zen Guide to Lawn Care



Things that are superior to 
cutting the grass on the weekend

(a)  Cloud-Watching

(b)  Moss-Identification

(c)   Listening to Small Song Birds

(d)  Afternoon Nap

(e)  Moon-Gazing

(f)   Enjoying a Cold Beverage

(g)  Watching Home and Garden TV Re-runs



Zen Tip #1 
Let fertilizer fall from the sky for free ! 

Each year, power plant and vehicle emissions send 15 lbs of 
nitrogen per acre from the sky to feed your yard. While all 
those emissions aren’t great for the planet, they do provide a 
free feed for your turf!



Zen Tip #2 
You may be a slacker, but you are not alone! 

Recent surveys indicate that 64% of Bay residents rarely or 
never fertilize their yards, and their “freedom” lawns are still 
reasonably green. 
Still a good idea though to fly the U.S. flag just in case!



Use a Composting Mower and 
Set the Blade to 3 Inches

60% of Bay residents practice grass “recycling” which 
reduces fertilizer needs by 25 to 35%  

Taller grass grows deeper roots which reduce need for 
irrigation, suppress weeds, and increases turf density. 



Accept the Wisdom of the Weeds



Learn to Love Them, Since They Will Always 
Be With You 

• An average acre of lawn contains 200 million 
seeds in the top 6 inches of soil

• Under the right condition, 5% of seeds can 
geminate which generate 250 weeds per square 
foot 

• The naked eye cannot generally distinguish 
between a perfect lawn and one containing 15% 
weeds

• Weed and feed mixes are expensive and make 
you have to cut the grass more frequently 



Tom, I am not feeling very enlightened today, what are 
some steps I can take when I do fertilize my lawn?



.

Maintain Dense Grass Cover is Being Green

Re-seed bare spots, add soil amendments, and spot fertilize as 
needed. In extreme cases, stabilize with a biodegradable erosion 
control cover.



Reduce Fertilizer in Small Doses

Apply 1/3 to 1/2 of application rate on 
the fertilizer bag label. Monitor how your 
lawn responds over next couple of 
months. You can always re-apply 
fertilizer at the smaller dose. 

OR…

Split it into 3 or 4 small doses 
throughout the growing season.  Apply 
no more than 0.9 pound of nitrogen per 
1000 sq. ft. of lawn.

More is not always better: your lawn may look just as healthy as it does 
at the full application rate! 

.



Apply Fertilizer Only During Growing Season

Never apply fertilizers before spring green up or 
after the grass becomes dormant.

Highest fertilizer loss occurs in winter when grass is 
dormant (after ~ November).



Use Slow-Release Nitrogen Fertilizer 
Buy slow-release fertilizer with at least 20 to 50% of water-insoluble N

Sweep Up Fertilizer from Paved Surfaces

Never Apply Fertilizer Within 15 Feet of Streams, Ditches or 
Water Features

Rotary spreaders can broadcast 
fertilizer granules onto the street or 
driveway where they can be washed 
away in the next storm. 

Photo Credit: Delaware Livable Lawns



Treat Your Lawn Biomass Like it is Slow Release 
Fertilizer – Keep grass clippings and leaves on lawn and 

out of streets and storm drains 

Useless Factoid: Annual biomass of lawn clippings in 
the Bay is equivalent to 272 million bushels of corn.



2020 CSN Conservation Crop Circle 
Challenge 
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The CCCCC Rules

• Find the least favorite part of your lawn

• Create a circle w/ a 5 foot radius

• Remove the turf, loosen soils, and season 
w/ compost to taste

• Plant the circle with plants that a butterfly 
or song-bird would find cool

• Take a picture of what it looks like by July 
4, and send it to CSN  
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Prizes Awarded in the Chesapeake 
Conservation Crop Circle Challenge
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All entries: get an authentic 
UFO visitation certificate for 
your circle
3rd Place: Almost Lifetime 
Supply of BUBBAS Gardening 
Gloves) 
2nd Place:  $250 of regional 
appropriate wildflower seed-
balls! (2) 
1st Place:  $250 Cash, and a 
$250 gift certificate for native 
plants from a local nursery



Conservation Landscaping Benefits

Reduced waste 
and energy 
input

Natural beauty

Water 
conservation

Healthy soils



Resources



Wildlife Habitat
Pollinators

 Native plants are the basis 
of the food chain that 
support all life

 Plants convert light from 
the sun into food for insects

 Pollinators support the 
reproduction of plants



Wildlife Habitat
Herbivores

 Insects eat native plants 
and provide protein for 
birds and other wildlife

 Non-native plants create a 
breakdown in the food 
chain because native 
insects can’t eat them



Wildlife Habitat
Birds and Critters

 Birds and other critters rely 
on the protein from insects 
to feed offspring

 Insects can be a more 
important source than 
berries or seeds



Zebra Swallowtail and Pawpaw



Bringing Nature Home



Native plants

 Trees

 Shrubs 

 Perennials

 Groundcovers (maybe)

 Aesthetics – yes!

 Habitat benefits – yes!

 Lower maintenance - maybe

 Climate adapted - maybe



Trees

 The most dominant type of 
plant in our area

 Provide the most benefit

 Longest lasting

 Trees come in many sizes –
smaller trees are better for 
the typical residential 
landscape



Trees Come in a Variety of Sizes

 Select small trees for residential landscapes

 Think 10 years down the road. Don’t plant trees too close to a house!



Shrubs

 Good approach for lawn 
reduction

 Limited number of species

 Less soil disruption and 
preparation

 What do people consider 
a shrub? They’re bigger 
than you might think



Perennials

 Lots to choose from but 
might be considered high 
maintenance

 Limit perennial palette to 
easily identifiable, 
persistent plants

 Spreading perennials for 
large areas, clumping 
perennials for small spaces

 Consistent mulching of 
perennial beds will help 
with weeds



Super 

Providers

for Wildlife 

Habitat

Joe Pye Weed Sunflower

Goldenrod Aster



Natives for
Full Sun

 Amsonia

 Baptisia

 Penstemon

Coneflower

 Dwarf Yaupon 

Holly

 Switchgrass

 Black-eye

Natives for 

Sunny Areas



Meadows: 
Large yard approach



Forest Edge:

Small yard 

approach



Case Study: A Shady Native Garden



A 

Simple 

Plan



Ferns

Instead

of Lawn

Ostrich Fern

Maidenhair Fern

lady Fern

Christmas Fern



Green and Gold

Trillium

Lady slipper

BluebellsFoamflowerShooting StarBlood Root

Jack-in-the-Pulpit

In-between 

the Ferns



Off-

Season

View



Oakleaf Hydrangea

LeucothoeRhododendro
n

Shrub it up!

Shrubs

Instead

of Lawn

Other shrubs for 
Shade:
• Inkberry
• Dwarf Yaupon
• Illicium
• Virginia Sweetspire
• Mountain Laurel
• Blueberry
• Huckleberry
• Wax Myrtle



Water

Instead

of Lawn

Other plants for wet 
areas:
• Thalia
• Flag Iris
• Wax Myrtle
• Skunk Cabbage



Water

Instead

of Lawn

Lizard’s Tail

Spider Lily

Royal Fern



Other natives

for Wet Areas

Cardinal Flower

 Flag Iris

 Inkberry

 Turtlehead

 Swamp Milkweed

 Boneset

 Rattlesnake Master

Golden Ragwort



Hügelkultur - Hill Culture

AKA Planting in stacked compost beds





Get Creative!



My 
Version:

2. Sticks and Logs1. Dig, Dig, Dig



3. Add 
Leaves

4. Add 
Compost 
and Plants



90% of your 
neighbors do not 

avail themselves of 
these free sources of 

lawn care help

Hacker question: 
What are Good community sources for advice and 
technical assistance ? 

• State Extension Agencies
• Master Gardeners
• Watershed Stewards 



Local Volunteers

• Habitat Stewards

• Master Watershed 
Stewards



Hacker question: 
What if I just want less turf? 

Turf reduction in progress



Hacker Question

What should I look for when picking a “natural” 
lawn service company or a landscaping 
contractor ?



What are the best ways to recycle my leaves 
back into my landscape?

Hacker Question



Hacker Question: 

How do I get a representative soil test for my 
yard, and what do I do with the results?  



Hacker Question

What are some good plant choices to attract 
pollinators or song-birds to my yard?



Hacker Question

What are some good ways to reinvigorate an 
“overly mature” conservation landscape?



Let Us Know What You Think!

Take a quick moment to let us know what you liked (or 
didn’t like) about our Watershed Hacks webcast series! 

Have other ideas for us, let us know!

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/watershed_hacks

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/watershed_hacks

