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What s worse, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
estimates that about 80 million U.S. households dump nearly
90 million pounds of herbicides and pesticides on lawns in a
year. In fact, lawn care is as much of a danger to our health
and the environment as conventional agriculture is.

Does that mean you and every other organic gar-
dener must give up having a nice swath of grass where you,
the kids, and the dog can frolic carefree? No, not if you follow
the plan on page 65. You (and your neighbors) will be surprised

to see you can have a thick, lush lawn without toxic treatments.

o

The conventional lawn-care industry has sold most homeown-
ers on the need to apply synthetic fertilizer three or four times
a season. What s wrong with that?

Doooomoooonn Synthetic fertilizers are chemically
processed into concentrated, water-soluble nutrients that are
available to plants immediately. But when there is more than
the grass can take up, the excess washes out of the grasss root
zone and into the watershed. The problem is compounded by
the tendency of many homeowners to apply more fertilizer
than even the manufacturers recommend.

This nutrient leaching is no small environmental problem.
Every summer in the Gulf of Mexico, an area roughly the size
of Connecticut is choked with vast algae and phytoplankton
blooms, due in part to tons of synthetic nitrogen and
phosphorus fertilizer runo  from the Mississippi River. As the
algae dies and decomposes, it uses up the available oxygen,
making the area uninhabitable for sea life. The polluted runo
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water that contributes to this dead zone comes from each of
the 31 states between the Rocky and Appalachian mountain
ranges that eventually drain into the gulf. This scenario is

so widespread that several states, Canadian provinces, and
municipalities have imposed bans on fertilizers containing
phosphorus.

Oonoooomooon The situation gets worse with the widely
popular weed and feed products that combine a synthetic
lawn fertilizer and herbicide in the same bag. No lawn is 100
percent weeds, but people are spreading these chemicals over
the entire lawn, says Paul Tukey, author of The Organic Lawn
Care Manual and spokesperson for SafeLawns.org. So if your
lawn is 2 percent weeds, 98 percent of the herbicide product
applied to the lawn serves no purpose, and it may wash into
rivers and streams, leach into groundwater, or volatize into the
air we breathe. One of the most common herbicides in weed
and feed products, a chemical called 2,4-D, has been linked
to human health problems, including an increased risk for
non-Hodgkins lymphoma.

Oo00ooonooo00i0oo0? The EPA requires fertilizer and
pesticide manufacturers to list only active ingredients on a
product s label. The manufacturers are not legally required

to disclose the inert ingredients, which can include harmful
quantities of heavy metals. Inert ingredients in a lawn chemi-
cal will not kill your weeds, but there is no guarantee that they
will be nontoxic to you or your pets.
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00000 OIoooooioooom Herbicides and pesticides from lawns
also get into our water supply. A study of 12 urban streams

in the Seattle metro area found 2,4-D in every stream and 23
di erent types of pesticides, including ve that were present in
concentrations high enough to kill aquatic life. The researchers
found a correlation between the pesticides polluting the

(continued)



sampled streams and the sales of lawn and garden chemicals
from local retailers. And the U.S. Geological Survey s National
Water-Quality Assessment Program found that 90 percent of
the stream and  sh samples surveyed contained at least one
pesticide.

ooooooooooonoroos Of the 30 most commonly used lawn
pesticides, 16 pose serious hazards to birds, 24 are toxic to sh
and aquatic organisms, and 11 have adverse e ects on bees.

0o0ooonoommoooog

Lawn chemicals dont just turn up in the environment. A study
of indoor air pollutants found 2,4-D in 63 percent of homes. A
di erent study demonstrated that levels of 2,4-D in indoor air
and on indoor surfaces increased a er it was applied on lawns.
Ooooonooiooo Lawn chemicals get tracked indoors, o en
onto surfaces where kids play. The National Academy of
Sciences reports that 50 percent of contact with pesticides
occurs within the rst ve years of life. Such repeated contact
has been linked to numerous diseases in children; for instance,
researchers reporting in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute
found that exposure to garden pesticides can increase the risk
of childhood leukemia almost sevenfold.

Doooomooonon Contact with low levels of pesticides
increases miscarriage rates, and a study recently published in the
American Journal of Epidemiolo  documented a link between
residential pesticide use and breast cancer risk in women.
Researchers at the Harvard School of Public Health found
that frequent exposure to pesticides increased the incidence of
Parkinsons disease by 70 percent.

ooooiooooo Like small children, pets cant read the Keep

O  Pesticide Application signs on your lawn or your
neighbor s. A study revealed that exposure to lawns treated
with herbicides four or more times a year doubled a dog s

risk of canine lymphoma, while the Journal of the American
Veterinary Medical Association reported that, when exposed
to chemically treated lawns, some breeds of dogs were four to
seven times more likely to su er from bladder cancer.
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Growing a healthy, strong, beautiful organic lawn requires not
just a change in fertilizers but also a complete change in mind-
set. With an organic lawn, you re not simply putting down
fertilizers four times a year; you re initiating cultural practices
to nurture life in the soil, and in turn, the soil sustains the
grass, Tukey explains.

Transitioning your lawn to organic takes an initial invest-
ment of time, e ort, and money, because you will need to
restore the lawn s soil and the health of the grass. But in the
long run, you Il save money and e ort as your grass grows
healthy and strongand ghts o pests and weeds on its own.
Whether you ve managed your lawn organically for years or are
just getting started, follow this step-by-step plan to get the
best-looking, healthiest lawn you ve ever had.
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|:| Enreading grass seed over an existing lawn is the best way

get a lush green swath that s free of weeds, Tukey says.
Where grass is thick and healthy, weed seeds have no place
to germinate, and the grass can put down a wider and deeper
root system, which can pull nutrients and water from the soil
more e ciently. Look for a seed mix speci cally labeled for
your conditions: sun or partial shade. (Grass doesn t grow well
in full shade, so plant other groundcovers in those areas.) And
be sure to get a type of grass suited to your climate.

Fall is the best time to overseed, but if your lawn is thin,
dont be afraid to do it in spring. Before you start, cut your
grass to about 2 inches high to allow sunlight to germinate the
new seed, recommends Chip Oshorne, creator of the Living
Lawn, an organic lawn demonstration site in Marblehead,
Massachusetts. Spread about 3 to 4 pounds of seed per 1,000
square feet.

N00rOmnoIo00000n
I:I B;jding compost to the soil increases its organic matter

ntent by as much as 7 percent and greatly improves
its water retention at the same time, Osborne says. To apply
compost as a topdressing for areas smaller than 2,000 square
feet, use a wheelbarrow and drop small piles intermittently
around your lawn; then rake the compost out to about a quar-
ter to three-eighths of an inch thick, recommends Oshorne.
For larger areas, you can use a standard drop spreader set at its
most open setting.
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|:| summer, lawns soak up 40 to 60 percent of
sidential water usage, but with organic practices you

can use a lot less water. Water early in the morning to prevent
fungal disease and reduce evaporation loss. Deep, infrequent
irrigation sends grass roots down into the soil to  nd moisture
and makes it more drought-tolerant. About an inch every
week from rainfall or your hose is enough to keep an
established lawn green.

nlni(miinln
|:| owing cool-season grass 3 inches high is just as
ective as using herbicides to suppress crabgrass, if

not more so, according to research from the University of
Maryland. Set your mower blade to its highest level. And keep
itsharp  dull mower blades leave ragged edges on the grass,
which allows rapid evaporation of water and makes the grass
susceptible to infection. Mow 0 en, because you never want to
cuto more than one-third of the grass blades at a time.

o
|:| Instead of bagging up grass clippings and sending them

to the land I, leave the clippings on your lawn. As they
decompose, they add organic matter to the soil and about 2
pounds of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet each season, which
means you have to spend less time and money on fertilizing.
Contrary to popular belief, letting the clippings decompose
on your lawn does not cause a buildup of thatch (a layer on top
of the soil that blocks water and nutrients from reaching the
grass s roots). Rather, thatch is caused by overfertilizing.
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|:| Brganic fertilizers come from natural plant, animal,

d mineral sources. Once these products are applied
to the lawn, soil microorganisms break down the nutrients
into a form that plants can take up. Organic fertilizers release
nutrients slowly as plants need them, but you still need to
follow the directions on the label to avoid overfeeding (yes,
you can overdo organic fertilizers, too). In general, apply a low
dose in early fall and in midspring.

These steps are simple, and they demand (over time) less work than
conventional lawn care. But isntany e ort worth the peace of mind you
get from safeguarding your family and the environment? €



