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Introduction 
 
WaterSmart Landscaping for the Upper Texas Gulf Coast successfully focused 
attention on the impact landscapes have on our water quality and water 
conservation. The citizens of the Galveston Bay area now have the opportunity to 
see watersmart principles in practice by being able to visit five demonstration 
landscapes. With their signage and plant identification tags, the landscapes are 
educational resources allowing residents to choose the “right plant for the right 
place” and to incorporate these native and adapted plants into aesthetically 
pleasing and functional landscape designs. As an added feature, these same 
landscapes offer critical habitat for wildlife. Above all, residents are able to see 
that their landscapes can use less water, be free of chemical fertilizers, 
pesticides, and herbicides while not sacrificing their beauty. By their very nature, 
the demonstration landscapes point to the resiliency of the plant material and the 
versatility of the landscape designs in situations where regular maintenance is 
dependent on minimal attention.  
 
The brochures and the population of the WaterSmart website extend the 
educational outreach. With the location of each demonstration site visible at the 
website, anyone may take a self-guided garden tour.  
 
The greatest challenge for the landscape projects was the necessity to 
accomplish installation during relatively small windows of opportunity in early 
spring and late fall to allow for the highest survival rate for plants. Choosing the 
optimum planting times has been instrumental in the overall success of the 
projects.  
 
Each demonstration landscape brought with it unique opportunities for 
community involvement, connection, and commitment. It was through the close 
partnerships formed with countless groups mentioned in the project descriptions 
that created a template for successful relationships for future collaborations.   
 
An especially rewarding aspect of the Coastal Management Program grant, has 
been the involvement of students in the landscape installation process and in the 
use of the landscapes as educational tools. The students, from elementary 
through high school, were and are able to take away the message of personal 
responsibility for protecting water resources by making positive choices in the 
landscape. This message is taken home and out into the community, creating 
environmental stewards for the future.    
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Task # 1—Install a minimum of five WaterSmart Demonstration Landscapes 
 
Five demonstration landscapes highlighting environmentally friendly landscape practices were 
installed in the Galveston Bay area. In each instance, formation of partnerships with 
participating entities was critical in maximizing funding, expanding educational opportunities to 
the community, and continued maintenance of the sites.  
 
The landscapes serve as reference for the public by visually communicating that such 
landscapes are not only beautiful but are non-polluting and resource efficient. As a positive 
consequence, these same landscapes have proved to be havens for wildlife with their being 
free of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, incorporating native plants, and providing basic 
habitat needs. 
 
Informational signage plus plant identification tags are included in the installation.  
 
The bulk of the labor force for site preparation, installation, and maintenance of the landscapes 
was/is comprised of volunteers from several organizations which will be identified as each 
landscape is described. In addition, as a means of providing a consistent troop of volunteers, 
the WaterSmart Dirt Crew was created and has proved to be an invaluable resource. To date, 
more than twelve hundred forty-two hours have been logged by the combined groups. The 
estimated market value of this volunteer labor force is $20,556. 
 
A description highlighting the unique qualities of each landscape follows.  
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WaterSmart Demonstration Landscape Locations 
 

 
 

1. Sam Rayburn High School Ecology Center’s WaterSmart Landscape 
2121 Cherrybrook Lane, Pasadena, 77502 

       
      2.   WaterSmart Habitat Landscape, Armand Bayou Nature Center 
 8500 Bay Area Blvd, Pasadena, 77507 

 
3.   WaterSmart Demonstration School Habitat Lab 
 Environmental Institute of Houston, University of Houston at Clear Lake 
 2700 Bay Area Blvd, Houston, 77058 

 
4.   TX Coastal Watershed Program WaterSmart Landscape 
 17000 El Camino Real, Houston, 77058 
 
5.   WaterSmart Rain Garden, Bay Area Courthouse Annex 
 16603 Buccaneer Lane, Houston, 77062 

2

1

3

4
5



 3

 
 
1. Sam Rayburn High School Ecology Center, Pasadena  
 
The WaterSmart Program, working with Sam Rayburn High School and the City of Pasadena, 
created a WaterSmart  landscape and outdoor classroom. Students and teachers are able to 
incorporate their experiences on the site into the school curriculum at all levels and in all 
disciplines. In a school where most of the students qualify for free lunches and where sixty per- 
cent of the student population is Hispanic, being able to bring nature to them is more than a 
novel idea. Lessons learned in the Ecology Center are brought home by the students. In 
commercial and residential areas, citizens of the community can use the site as reference 
when choosing landscape designs, appropriate plants, and proper maintenance techniques 
that are both resource efficient and provide habitat for wildlife. A unique feature of this 
landscape was the use of “eco-turf” as an example of an alternative to a lawn. The St. 
Augustine lawn was removed through a “”solarization” process using heavy clear plastic 
sheeting to “cook” the grass and weed seeds. The area was then planted with wildflower seeds 
resulting in a swath of continuous blooms from spring through early winter where only St. 
Augustine grass once grew.  
 
Volunteers for the project included Texas Cooperative Extension Master Gardeners and 
Master Naturalists, City of Pasadena employees, Sam Rayburn faculty, and students from the 
basketball and football teams, the Honor Society, the Ecology Club, Health Occupations Club. 
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Preparing the site for wildflower seed sowing after “solarization” of the lawn area  

(Clear plastic sheeting is shown covering lawn area) 
 

 
 

Sowing wildflower seeds to create “eco-turf” to replace  St. Augustine grass 
Fall 2005 
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Students preparing the site for planting of shrubs and perennials 

 
 

 
Student planting the shade garden 
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One of several groups of student and  

Extension Master Naturalist volunteers participating in the project.  
 

 

 
 

Students enjoying the new “eco-turf” 
Spring 2006 
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Sign for Sam Rayburn High School Ecology Center landscape (24” X 36”) 
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2. The WaterSmart Habitat Landscape at Armand Bayou Nature Center 
 
The small cottage which houses the education offices at Armand Bayou Nature Center was the 
perfect backdrop for a home habitat landscape demonstration landscape. As an Eagle Project, 
a Boy Scout and fellow scouts from a local troop helped prepare the site by removing the turf 
grass, laying pathways, and adding soil to the planting beds. Another Eagle Scout Project 
provided compost bins and benches. To keep unwanted animals out of the landscape, a picket 
fence was built around the landscape by nature center volunteers.  
 
On Earth Day in April of 2006, eighteen volunteers including Texas Extension Master 
Gardeners and Master Naturalists, Nature Center volunteers, and members of the WaterSmart 
Dirt Crew installed plants and mulched the site. Visitors to the center that day were able to 
view the entire process.  
 
Installation of a micro-irrigation system shows a cost and water-efficient alternative to 
traditional in-ground irrigation or to attempting hand-watering.  
 
Sources of additional funding and support were donations from Harris County Precinct 2, 
members of the Armand Bayou Nature Center Board of Trustees and a volunteer matching 
grant from ExxonMobil.  
 
Related WaterSmart Habitat Landscape articles: See Appendix A 
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Heiman House—housing education offices--(before photo) 

 
 

 
 

Boy Scout Eagle Project—preparing the landscape site 
February 2006 
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Boy Scouts and Extension Master Naturalists preparing the site. 

February 2006 
 

 
 

Planting Day—April 22, 2006 
Earth Day 
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Volunteers installing low volume irrigation 

 
 
 

 
Earth Day Volunteer Crew—April 2006 
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April 2007 

 

 
April 2007 
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Armand Bayou Nature Center WaterSmart Habitat Landscape Sign (24” X 36”) 
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3. The WaterSmart Demonstration School Habitat Lab  
 
As a means of creating a habitat for wildlife that also functions as an instructional lab for 
teachers, students and the community, a WaterSmart Demonstration School Habitat Lab was 
installed at the Environmental Institute of Houston (EIH) on the campus of the University of 
Houston at Clear Lake. Incorporated into the design are a pond, rain garden, arbor covering a 
seating area, songbird garden, butterfly garden, children’s vegetable garden, and a wildlife 
tracking station.   
 
For teachers and students, the landscape provides a safe, accessible area to experience 
hands-on environmental education. For the community, it highlights environmentally friendly 
landscaping practices that incorporate landscaping for wildlife and can be used in residential 
and commercial locations. Consequently, this landscape is the scene for many workshops, 
classes, and field trips. During the school year, Clear Creek Independent School District has 
sent students from their Advanced Placement Program for weekly studies.  
 
The volunteer groups working on the installation were composed of Texas Extension Master 
Gardeners and Master Naturalists, University faculty and student volunteers, the WaterSmart 
Dirt Crew, and Lyondell Chemical Company employees. Lyondell chose the landscape as the 
location of their Global Care Day bringing sixty-two employee volunteers who helped complete 
a large portion of the task over the course of this day long event.   
 
Additional funding, donations, and support came from the Environmental Institute of Houston 
(University of Houston at Clear Lake), Meadows Foundation, Project Learning Tree’s 
GreenWorks!, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Houston Products Processing, and Bay Area 
Trees. The value of contributions to the project was $15,660.  
 
WaterSmart Demonstration School Habitat Lab related articles---See Appendix B 
 

 
Student planting herbs in the “pizza garden” 
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Environmental Institute of Houston, University of Houston, Clear Lake 
March 2006 (before) 
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Volunteers preparing the site for the WaterSmart Demonstration Habitat 
School Lab—April 2006 

 
 
 

 
 

Lyondell Global Care Day, May 6, 2006 
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June 2006 
 

 

 
 

Students involved in pond life studies at the WaterSmart demonstration landscape lab 
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Clear Creak ISD Advanced Placement science class 
 

 
 

Clear Creek ISD student recording observations while in the Habitat School Lab 
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Environmental Institute of Houston, University of Houston, Clear Lake 
WaterSmart Landscape sign (24” x 36”) 
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4. A WaterSmart Landscape: Helping to Protect Galveston Bay 
A fourth landscape was installed at the Clear Lake City offices of the Texas Coastal Watershed 
Program (TCWP) of which WaterSmart is a part. As a demonstration garden in an office park 
setting, it shows examples of a design and plants that do not require chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides to be maintained. Further enhancing this unique area is a cistern that serves to 
demonstrate rainwater harvesting. The proximity of this landscape to the program 
headquarters makes it ideal for future classes and workshops.  
 
Volunteers accomplishing installation were Texas Extension Master Gardener and Master 
Naturalists, WaterSmart Dirt Crew, and TCWP staff. A Boy Scout Eagle Project provided 
benches for the landscape.  
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Demonstration landscape outside offices of 
Texas Coastal Watershed Program 

December 2006 (before) 
 
 
 

 
 

December 2006 
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Volunteers on planting day—March 9, 2007 
 

 
 

April 2007 
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Texas Coastal Watershed Program WaterSmart Landscape sign (24” x 36”) 
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5. A WaterSmart Rain Garden 
 
The Bay Area Courthouse Annex in Clear Lake City is the site of the first demonstration rain 
garden in the Houston area. Rain gardens are natural or excavated depressions in the soil that 
are planted like a garden and help manage stormwater on site. They do this by soaking up the 
water, holding it for a short time, allowing it to percolate through the soil to recharge 
groundwater and then filtering the remaining water before it enters the stormdrain. Although 
other parts of the country such as Pacific Northwest, Great Lakes region, and Northeast area 
have been using this technique for several years, it is relatively unknown in Texas. While the 
landscape brings public awareness of this natural process for treating stormwater in a beautiful 
and functional way, it also provides habitat for wildlife with its inclusion of native plants.  
 
The success of this rain garden installation prompted a rain garden workshop and plant sale 
on May 13, 2006. Seventy participants came to hear how they can help the environment by 
creating a beautiful landscape feature that can treat stormwater where it falls. Harris  
County Precinct 2 Master Gardeners were co-sponsors of the event. In addition, a WaterSmart 
Rain Garden presentation was given at the Annual Native Plant Society/Texas Parks and 
Wildlife “Wildscapes” Workshop and Plant Sale on September 9, 2006 at the University of 
Houston.  
 
Through a partnership with Harris County Precinct 2, county employees prepared and 
excavated the site. Soil and mulch were then donated by the county. More than forty 
volunteers, including Texas Extension Master Naturalists and Master Gardeners, Armand 
Bayou Nature Center volunteers, the WaterSmart Dirt Crew, Boy Scouts from a local troop, 
City of Pasadena employees, and Johnson Space Center employees accomplished final 
installation of plants and mulch.  
 
A special dedication of the WaterSmart Rain Garden is being planned by Commissioner Sylvia 
Garcia’s office.  
 
 
 
Related WaterSmart Rain Garden Articles: See Appendix-C 
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Bay Area Courthouse Annex, Clear Lake 
Before construction of the rain garden 
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December 2005—Volunteers installing rain garden 
 
 

 
 

 
May 2006 
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Rain garden in action--collecting runoff from Courthouse roof 

 

 
 

Harris County Precinct 2 Commissioner, Sylvia Garcia enjoying the rain garden 
(The rain garden is located outside her Clear Lake office) 
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Galveston Bay Estuary Program’s State of the Bay Symposium field trip tour of the  
WaterSmart Rain Garden—January 2007 

 

 
 

WaterSmart Rain Garden: A Beautiful Way to Protect Galveston Bay 
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Bay Area Courthouse Annex WaterSmart Rain Garden sign 
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Task #2—Publications 
 
General Goal: The publication of two brochures that address non-point source pollution 
issues as these relate to residential and non-residential landscapes. 
 
The two brochures included were:  
Five Tips for Organic lawn Care on the Upper Texas Gulf Coast  
One of the main contributors to non-point source pollution entering Galveston Bay is runoff 
from residential and commercial lawns. This brochure addresses ways to maintain an 
attractive, healthy lawn while reducing protecting the health of our bayous and bays.  
 
 
Avoiding Weed Wars: Strategies for Success, Neighborhood Friendly Natural Landscapes.  
When homeowners make the decision to reduce the size of their lawns by replacing turf areas 
with watersmart plants in an effort to minimize the negative environmental impact of their 
landscapes, they are sometimes met with resistance from neighbors or neighborhood 
associations. This brochure addresses ways to best accomplish and communicate the goal 
while minimizing or eliminating confrontation.  
 
These have both been very popular at presentations and seminars, outreach events, and as 
requested by mail. Harris County Storm Water Quality Section (now known as Harris County 
Watershed Protection) was instrumental in funding the printing of the Organic Lawn Care 
brochure.  
 
Copies of brochures: See Appendix D 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Task #3—WaterSmart Landscaping website 
 
General Goal: To reach the widest audience for continuing the dissemination of 
information on ways to minimize nonpoint source pollution through positive landscape 
choices and practices. 

 
The WaterSmart Landscaping website, www.watersmart.cc was updated and its database of 
plants expanded. More that five hundred plants are now searchable at the website. Funding for 
the expansion was made possible by the Texas General Land Office’s Coastal Management 
Program under the same grant cycle which supported the demonstration landscape 
installations.  
 
A self-guided tour to locate the demonstration landscapes can be found at www.watersmart.cc 
and clicking on the “Take a WaterSmart garden tour” link located just below the left corner of 
the home page illustration.  
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www.watersmart.cc 
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Award and Recognition 

 
The WaterSmart Program was the recipient of Texas Master Naturalist Galveston Bay 
Chapter’s Treasures of the Bay award given “in recognition of outstanding initiatives in 
preservation, restoration and education which have made a positive impact on the Galveston 
Bay Area community. “ The efforts of bringing education and outreach on environmentally- 
friendly landscaping and creating the demonstration landscapes funded by the Coastal 
Management Program were recognized by this award.  
 
Related material: See Appendix E 
 

 
 

 

 
The Texas Master Naturalist Galveston Bay Chapter 

Treasures of the Bay Award—December 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix A 









 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix B 























 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix C 















Jan. 30, 2006, 6:55AM  Houston Chronicle, Home and Garden 

LAZY GARDENER 

Creating rain gardens is WaterSmart approach 

Concept benefits plants, homeowners by utilizing runoff 

By BRENDA BEUST SMITH 

Spring and fall are our rainiest seasons. Now's a good time to look at areas where water 
stands in yards after heavy downpours. 

Instead of moaning, consider how to use these spots to your advantage. The concept of a 
rain or bog garden was first publicized in this area years ago by Anita Nelson of Nelson's 
Water Gardens. Now Texas A&M University and other agencies are supporting a 
program called WaterSmart to encourage homeowners to utilize excess rainwater. 

Subsidence from the excessive removal of ground water is cracking house foundations all 
over the Gulf Coast. The proliferation of concrete is preventing reabsorption of rainwater 
into subsoil layers. 

Most of our rainwater runs off into sewers, taking with it lawn and garden chemicals that 
are detrimental to our bayous and bays. Heavy runoff contributes to flooding. 

During summer, prolonged droughts and resultant water rationing are hard on plants. Dry 
subsoils encourage roots to grow upward, reaching for moisture in often-dry, overheated 
upper levels. 

Shallow root systems are weaker and more susceptible to insect/disease damage. Shallow 
rooted trees are more likely to topple during heavy winds or flooding periods. 

Rain gardens can help with all of these problems. Where they can be installed efficiently 
and correctly, they are a win-win situation for everyone. 

The WaterSmart program is funded by a Houston Endowment grant and administered 
through the Texas Cooperative Extension. Coordinator Chris LaChance is charged with 
helping homeowners, schools and businesses create more rain gardens. 

The first official WaterSmart garden installed is still going strong at the Bay Area 
Courthouse Annex in Clear Lake City, an area where water rationing made the concept of 
stockpiling excess rain especially appealing. A rain garden filters storm water into subsoil 
levels, leaving no standing water to attract mosquitoes. To loosen soil that holds water 
too long, dig the area deeper and work in compost and/or sharp (masonry) sand. 



A rain garden can be a stand-alone area or part of another garden where the ground is 
naturally low. Rain gardens can also be built adjacent to ponds, to attract more wildlife. 

More suggestions from LaChance and Angela Chandler, Harris County Precinct 2 master 
gardener: 

• Make sure you know where utility lines are located before digging. 

• Don't put a solid border around the rain garden. The flow of water into the area (and out 
in heavy rains) is essential. 

• Locate the garden at least 8-10 feet away from house foundations and make sure the 
water flows away from structures. 

• Make sure trees near the rain garden can take extended periods of excess moisture. 
• Use swales (low, dry creek beds) to direct water from the rest of the yard into the rain 
garden. Some plants, such as compact ruellia, thrive in these areas. Or fill them with 
decorative stones. 

If well planted, a rain garden will be low maintenance. Like any garden, it may attract 
weeds that will need pulling. A heavy mulch will help retard weed growth and keep the 
garden high in organic matter (that will help water seep down faster). 

Another way to help filtration is to keep foot traffic in the area to a minimum. This 
compacts the soil. Stepping stones will help. Don't use heavy equipment to dig the 
garden. 

One last tip from Chandler: Be patient. A thriving, beautiful rain garden can take up to 
three years to become well established. It will function more efficiently once the plants 
have set strong, deep root systems. 

Great tips are available at the WaterSmart Web site, www.watersmart.cc and 
www.raingardens.org (a Michigan site, so be careful of actual planting advice). 

 

http://www.watersmart.cc/
http://www.raingardens.org/


Extension programs serve people of all ages 
regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, 
sex, religion, disability or national origin. The 
Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of 
Agriculture and the County Commissioners Courts 

of Texas cooperating.

Event Location
Clear Lake United Methodist Church

16335 El Camino Real
Houston 77062

•
Information
281.991.8437

http://hcmgap2.tamu.edu
http://harris-tx.tamu.edu/hort

Create a beautiful garden 
and help the environment 
at the same time. Discover 
the joy and satisfaction of 
a rain garden in the home 
landscape. Attend this 
workshop and learn how to 
create a visually-appealing 
natural area that will attract 
birds and butterflies, store 
rainfall and improve local 
water quality.

Workshop 9 a.m.—12 noon
Instructors: Angela Chandler, President of Harris 
County Master Gardeners, and Chris La Chance, 
WaterSmart Program Coordinator.  
$10 preregistration; $15 at the door.

Plant sale free to the public 12:30 – 2 p.m. (Workshop 
participants may begin shopping at 12 noon.)

See next page for workshop registration information.

Rain Gardens

The plant sale will feature low-
maintenance varieties ideal for 
our area, including hard-to-
find beauties for butterfly and 
hummingbird gardens and many  
selections especially suited for 
local rain gardens. These plants 
are all Texas-tough survivors.

Workshop and Plant Sale
Saturday, May 13, 2006
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Organic Lawn Care
F I V E  T I P S  F O R

O N  T H E  U P P E R  T E X A S  G U L F  C O A S T



LAWN CLIPPINGS

Why an Organic Lawn?

Tip #2Fertilize Organically.

Green, suburban lawns are beautiful, but are they worth the price?  Frequent watering depletes our 

finite water supply while excessive pesticides and fertilizers harm our bays and bayous. Runoff 

from rainwater carries lawn chemicals to our waterways. Fertilizers feed algae that remove 

oxygen from the water and pesticides are toxic to many forms of aquatic life. Lawns and turf are 

one of the largest "crops" grown in the United States. An organic approach to lawn care minimizes 

the use of toxic chemicals and produces a beautiful green lawn. 

 One of the main causes of disease in Gulf Coast lawns is excessive watering. Organic lawn care 

methods help reduce this wasteful practice. Our population is growing, but not our water supply. 

 Organic lawn care is not just replacement of chemical pesticides with organic pesticides. 

Organic lawn care is a combination of practices. It is about making sure the conditions for good 

growth are maximized and the conditions for weeds and disease are minimized.

Mow at the right height for the grass. Recommended heights for St. Augustine grass is 2.5-3.5 inches, 

Bermuda grass, 1-1.5 inches. Taller grass develops deeper roots and thus makes better use of 

water in the soil. Never mow more than 1/3 of the grass length. Cutting too much at once stresses 

the grass and leads to disease or insect problems. Never bag your lawn clippings. Remember 

to grasscycle - lawn clippings are free organic fertilizer and supply 25% or more of your lawn's 

needs. Consider a "mulching mower" next time you buy a mower. Mulching mowers make smaller 

clippings and blow them down into the grass where they can quickly turn into fertilizer.

Even an organic lawn will need some additional fertilizer to stay green. Organic fertilizers are 

slow release in form, providing a long-term green up of the lawn. This healthy fertilizer might be 

composed of fishmeal, bone meal, blood meal, seaweed, cottonseed meal, compost, or other 

materials. Organic lawn care is based on the premise of feeding the soil as well as the grass. The 

"soil food web" is a complex ecosystem of microorganisms, insects, spiders, etc. Organic fertilizers 

nourish microorganisms as well as provide nutrients for plant growth. And lawns grown in soils rich 

in organic matter require much less water. 

Tip #1 Mow at the right height and Grasscycle.



1/4
your lawn.

of the fertilizer needed by

DON'T BAG IT! USE A 
MULCHING MOWER. 

LAWN CLIPPINGS
 can supply at least

Why an Organic Lawn?



#1APPLY A 1/4 – INCH LAYER OF  
1/4" – SCREENED COMPOST  

IN THE SPRING.

GOOD SOIL.
practice that builds 

Adding Good 

Compost
is the



Tip #3 Good compost is the ultimate soil additive.

#1
 Yes, organic fertilizers are more expensive than chemical fertilizers, but they do many jobs. 

Not only to they feed your plants and soil, but they also reduce pollution on land and sea. The best 

organic fertilizers will come with a "guaranteed minimum analysis", a set of three numbers which 

indicate the amount of nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium in the formula. 

 How much is enough? The recommended rate for our region is 1lb of nitrogen per 1000 

square feet for any single application of fertilizer. To figure out the amount of fertilizer you need, 

divide 1 by the percentage of nitrogen (the first of the three numbers on the label) and then 

multiply by 100. For a fertilizer with 5% nitrogen, apply 20 lbs. of fertilizer/1000 square feet 

(1/5X100=20). Fertilize twice a year, spring and fall. With any fertility program, it is important 

to have a soil test completed every 2-3 years to learn how much fertilizer is really needed, and to 

make sure excessive levels of nutrients such as phosphorous do not occur.

Compost is the ultimate organic practice. It simply returns to the earth that which has been removed. 

Yes, compost is organic waste, but it is not wasteful. It is much more than simply a fertilizer. Good 

compost acts as a soil stabilizer and a sponge that not only retains water, but also releases it when 

needed. It is nature’s ultimate slow-release fertilizer.

 Commercial organic fertilizer is similar to compost, but true compost usually has a higher content 

of plant material, and thus has more of the "humus-like" materials that act as true soil stabilizers. 

Because compost usually has a lower nutrient content than commercial-grade organic fertilizer, you 

may still need to occasionally apply commercial organic fertilizer to have a solid green lawn.

 All compost is not the same. Low quality compost – the kind most commonly available – may 

actually tie up nutrients needed to feed your lawn. High quality compost is fully decomposed and 

has no odor. It should feel "smeary" with few wood chips or obvious plant parts. Spread high 

quality compost 1/4" to 1/2" inches thick once a year in spring or early summer. Finely screened 

(1/4") compost works best. Let the cycle of nature work for you.

 Care should be taken with composts with high amounts of manure or biosolids, as the  

application rates given above could easily result in excessive amounts of nutrients that could  

end up in runoff. Always ask about the source of the compost and what went into it.



Use less Water. Tip #4

Tip #5 Pest Management.

Overwatering is the most frequent mistake a homeowner will make in lawn care. It is one of the 

main causes of brown patch and other fungal diseases. A few simple rules will help you maintain 

a beautiful yard with minimal watering. 

. Wait until it wilts. Grass will not suffer with a little wilting. Most grasses will turn a bit dark 

or dull when the plant is in water stress. Grass under water stress shows tracks after someone 

walks across the lawn. . Apply water in a series of short intervals. Allow 1/4 to 1/2" of 

water to soak into the earth before the next application. Most lawns perform quite well on  

1" of water applied each week during the growing season. Never apply water to the point 

of runoff.  . Water early in the morning. This will minimize loss due to evaporation and wind.  

. Know your water usage. Place a small container, such as a tuna can, in the lawn while watering. 

Note the time necessary for collection of I" of water. Thus you can time your water applications. 

The goal of organic management is the development of healthy turf that resists pests with little  

intervention. However, a lawn is an artificial system and subject to attacks by a variety of pests. 

Organic solutions require organic materials made from plants and animals. On the Upper 

Gulf Coast, our main problems are chinch bugs and brown patch. Chinch bugs thrive in dry, 

stressed grass. Proper irrigation is the best way to keep these pests at bay; compost will help 

retain moisture. Little research has been done on the organic treatment of chinch bugs. Neem 

oil is reported to be somewhat effective against chinch bugs. Do not treat dead grass areas. 

It is the edges around the dead areas where chinch bugs thrive and need control. A diverse 

lawn is often the best prevention for chinch bugs. A mix of Bermudagrass and St. Augustine  

provides great protection, although this mix in not appealing to some homeowners. 

 Excessive water and fertilizer promotes Brown Patch. Reduce irrigation in the spring and  

fall to avoid the wet conditions necessary for Brown Patch. Use organic fertilizer and good  

compost to build the soil food web under your grass. Brown Patch does not destroy a lawn. It is 

a cosmetic issue that can be reversed by appropriate watering and fertilization.

 A weed is just a plant that is out of place. A little toleration is the best remedy for most situations. 

A "hand remedy" is the best solution for the larger variety. The promotion of healthy turf is key to 

crowding out weeds.



50%
of our municipal water supply is used to

Water early in the day for maximum 

water use efficiency.

In the summer up to

water landscapes.



100% Recycled / 20% Post-Consumer

Organic Lawn Care

A publication of the Coastal Coordination Council pursuant to National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration Award No. NA04NOS4190058. 

Nature's Way Resources
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