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Kill Your Lawn 
 



 



 

Conserve and  

promote the region’s  

native plants to ensure  

healthy, biologically  

diverse landscapes 
 

 

 

 

 

 

New England Wild Flower Society 



 



 





 







 





 

Trust for the National Mall 

 

• $852 million restoration 

 

• Removal and replacement of soil 

 

• Installation of irrigation, drainage 

 

• 250,000 gallon cistern 
 

 

 





 



 



Program Outline 

 

• What’s so bad about my lawn? 

 

• OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 

 

• My lawn is gone. Now what do I do? 
 

 

 



What is a Lawn? 

 

• A monoculture of cool-season turfgrasses, native to Europe 

 

• Recreation space, able to withstand repeated foot traffic 

 

• 40+ million irrigated acres across the United States (1.6% total 

acreage)   Source: Cristina et al. Environmental Journal 

 

• $40 billion spent per year on lawn care  Source: Bloomberg News 

         

             

“A lawn is nature under totalitarian rule” 
       -Michael Pollan 

 

 

 



 

Water 

 
• In the northeast, lawns will always need irrigation 

 

• Up to 60% of residential water usage   Source: EPA 

 

Only necessary because turfgrasses are not adapted 

to our climate 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What’s so bad about my lawn? 



 

Pesticides 
 

• Perfection requires pesticides 

 

• 30,000 tons of pesticides annually     Source: EPA 

 

• 5-7 lbs/acre with typical lawn service in Massachusetts Source: UMass 

 

• Agricultural crops: sweet corn highest with 2.5 lbs/acre Source: EPA 

 

Only necessary because turfgrasses are not adapted 

to our climate 

 
 

 

 

 

What’s so bad about my lawn? 



 



 

Fertilizers 
 

• In the northeast, lawns will always need fertilizer 

 

• 3 million tons of fertilizer (out of 21 million total)  Source: EPA 

 

• New(ish) fertilizer regulations in New England 

 

• In New England, our soils are too acid 
 

Only necessary because turfgrasses are not adapted 

to our climate 
 

 

What’s so bad about my lawn? 



330 CMR: DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES 

  

31.08: Retailer Requirements 

Any retailer who sells, or offers for sale, Phosphorus Containing Fertilizer shall: 

(a) display the product separately from non-phosphorus Plant Nutrients; and 

(b) post in a location where Phosphorus Containing Fertilizer is displayed a clearly visible sign, at 

least 11" x 17" in dimension, which reads as follows: "PHOSPHORUS RUNOFF POSES A THREAT TO 

WATER QUALITY. THEREFORE, UNDER MASSACHUSETTS LAW, PHOSPHORUS CONTAINING 

FERTILIZER MAY ONLY BE APPLIED TO LAWN OR NON-AGRICULTURAL TURF WHEN 

(I) A SOILTEST INDICATES THAT ADDITIONAL PHOSPHORUS IS NEEDED FOR THE 

GROWTH OF THAT LAWN OR NON-AGRICULTURAL TURF; OR (II) IS USED FOR NEWLY 

ESTABLISHED LAWN OR NON-AGRICULTURAL TURF DURING THE FIRST GROWING SEASON." 

  

31.09: Enforcement; Assessment of Civil Penalty 

(1) The Department may impose a fine on a person who violates any provision of 330 CMR 31.08 as 

follows: 

(a) not more than $250 for a first violation, a penalty of not more than $500 for a second violation, 

and $1,000 for a third or subsequent violation; and 

(b) each day a violation occurs under 330 CMR 31.09 is a separate violation. 



 

Fossil Fuels & Emissions 
 

• Typical lawn mower running for one hour = 100 miles in a car 

 

• Exxon Valdez – 10.8 million gallons oil spilled 

 

• 17 million gallons gas spilled/year by homeowners 

 
     Source: thegreengrok http://blogs.nicholas.duke.edu/thegreengrok/lawns_stats/ 

• Carbon and soil microbes 

 
 

 

 

What’s so bad about my lawn? 



 

Invasive Species? 
 

• NRCS definition: a plant that is both non-native and able to 

establish on many sites, grow quickly, and spread to the point 

of disrupting plant communities or ecosystems. 

 

• Presidential Executive Order 13112: a species that is 1) non-

native (or alien) to the ecosystem under consideration and 2) 

whose introduction causes or is likely to cause economic or 

environmental harm or harm to human health. 

 

 

 

What’s so bad about my lawn? 



 

     BORING & STERILE 



OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 

 

Solarization 

 

Mechanical 

 

Chemical 

 

Sheet mulching 

 

Stasis 
 

 

 

 



 

Solarization 

 
• Clear plastic 

 

• Mow and water beforehand 

 

• Bury edges to create air/water  

 tight seal 

 

• Takes about 6 weeks to kill turf 
 

 

 

OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 



 

Mechanical 

 
• Sod-cutter, shovel, fork 

 

• Must remove crown 

 

• Disturbance leads to weed germination, soil loss  
 

 

 

OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 



 

Chemical 

 

• Broad-spectrum herbicides 

• Organic vs. Inorganic 

• Clove (Eugenol) Oil – known carcinogen 

• Acetic Acid – lower LD50 than glyphosate 

• Fastest method 
 

 

 

OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 



 

Smothering/Sheet Mulching 

 
• Landscape fabric - temporary 

 

• Thick layer of cardboard 

 

• Layers of compost and mulch 

 

• Slowest method, but helps build healthy soils 
 

 

 

OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 



 

Stasis 

 
• Just stop mowing and let it go 

 

• Remove or spot treat problematic weeds 

 

• Over-seed with perennial wildflower mixes 

 

• Plant perennial plugs  

 

 
 

 

 

OK, but how can I sustainably rid myself of lawn? 



My lawn is gone. Now what do I do? 

 

Understand what you garden has to offer 

• Soil 

• Water 

• Sun/Shade 

Find native plants that suit your site 

• Match the cultural properties of your site to the cultural needs 

of plants to add to your garden 

• Find plants that will thrive without inputs once established 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



What Makes a Plant Native? 
 

• Typically two factors – time 

and method of introduction 

 

• Time: European settlement? 

 

• Method of Introduction: 

natural migration vs. human 

introduction 

 

• For our purposes: Native 

plants are those that existed in 

the ecoregions of New 

England at European 

settlement 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



 



Why Native? 

 

• When properly sited, they don’t 

need fertilizer and irrigation. 

 

• They provide critical habitat for 

native pollinators and wildlife. 

 

• They help to establish a unique 

sense of place. 

 

• They are stunningly beautiful. 

 

• They are adapted to New 

England’s climate, soil, water, and 

ecology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fragaria virginiana, wild strawberry 

New England native 

Height: 6-8” 

Culture: well-drained soils; 

drought, compaction tolerant 

Horticultural Interest: spring 

flowers, fall color, edible fruit; 

pollinator powerhouse that 

supports dozens of bee 

species, lepidopterans  

 

 

 

 



Eragrostis spectabilis, purple lovegrass 

New England native 

Height: 8-10” 

Culture: full sun, well-drained 

soils; drought, salt, compaction 

tolerant; establish from seed or 

plugs 

Horticultural Interest: striking 

purple-red flower and seedhead 

 

 

 

 



Photo: Arthur Haines 



Geum fragarioides, barren-strawberry 

New England native 

Height: 6-8” 

Culture: tolerant of a wide 

range of soil/light conditions 

Horticultural Interest: spring 

flowers, glossy foliage. Not as 

vigorous a spreader as 

Fragaria virginiana 

Rare in parts of New England 

 

 

 

 





Carex pensylvanica, Pennsylvania sedge 

New England native 

Height: 6-8” 

Culture: part sun to full shade, 

well-drained soils; drought 

tolerant 

Horticultural Interest: 

stoloniferous, dense spreader, 

can be mowed for a neater look 

 

 

 

 









Schizachyrium scoparium, little bluestem 

New England native 

Height: 2-4’ 

Culture: sandy, well-drained soils; full 

sun 

Winter Interest: upright warm season 

grass that stands at attention most 

winters; tolerant of a wide range of soil 

conditions; amazing late season color 

 

 

 

 





Chrysogonum virginianum, gold-star 

Eco-region native 

Height: 6-12” 

Culture: part sun to shade, moist 

to dry; rhizomatous, spreading, 

not at all aggressive 

Horticultural Interest: blooms 

spring through summer (repeats 

sporadically throughout season). 

Tolerates a wide cultural range. 

 

 

 



Sibbaldiopsis tridentata, three-toothed cinquefoil 

New England native 

Height: 6-8” 

Culture: full sun; dry, rocky soils; 

rhizomatous, spreading, not 

aggressive; tough as nails 

Horticultural Interest: blooms 

white in spring. Glossy, evergreen 

foliage; perfect parking lot plant 

 



Asarum canadense, wild ginger 

New England native 

Height: 6-8” 

Culture: very cold hardy, shade, 

moist to dry soils; drought tolerant, 

variable 

Horticultural Interest: blue-green 

foliage lasts well throughout 

season; interesting if insignificant 

flowers; perfect shade plant 

 

 

 

 





Packera obovata, running groundsel 

New England native 

Height: 6-12” (taller flower spikes) 

Culture: sun to shade, moist to 

wet, rich soils 

Horticultural Interest: dense 

mat-forming perennial, long-

lasting foliage, brilliant flowers in 

spring/summer 

Rare in NH, CT 

 

 

 

 





Sporobolus heterolepis, prairie dropseed 

New England native 

Height: 6-8” 

Culture: well-drained soils; drought-

tolerant 

Horticultural Interest: fine-textured 

foliage, mounding habit, delicate flower 

spikes, good fall color 

Extremely rare in New England 

 

 

 

 



Sporobolus heterolepis, prairie dropseed 



Dennstaedtia punctilobula, hay-scented fern 

New England native 

Height: 12-18” 

Culture: part sun to full shade, 

moist, well-drained soils; drought 

tolerant 

Horticultural Interest: 

stoloniferous, dense spreader, can 

colonize large areas. Be careful 

 

 

 

 





Polystichum acrostichoides, Christmas fern 

New England native 

Height: 12-18” 

Culture: part sun to full shade, 

moist, well-drained soils; 

moderately drought tolerant 

Horticultural Interest: evergreen 

fern with glossy foliage; beautiful 

spring emergent fronds 

 

 

 



Polystichum acrostichoides, Christmas fern 



Anemone canadensis, Canada windflower 

New England native 

Height: 12-18” 

Culture: sun to shade, moist to 

wet meadows; rhizomatous, 

spreading and aggressive 

Horticultural Interest: dense 

spreader, can colonize large 

areas. Less aggressive in shade. 

Rare in CT 

 

 

 

 





Aralia nudicaulis, wild sarsparilla 

New England native 

Height: 12-18” 

Culture: sun to shade, moist to 

dry soils; drought tolerant, variable 

Horticultural Interest: dense 

mat-forming perennial, brilliant 

dark fruit; can be aggressive 

 

 

 

 





New England native 

Height: 3-8”, spreading continuously 

Culture: sun and well-drained soil 

Winter Interest: long lasting red fruit; 

evergreen foliage tinged reddish 

purple in winter; salt tolerant and 

perfect for along a driveway or 

roadway  

 

 

 

 

Arctostaphylos uva-ursi, bearberry 



Arctostaphylos uva-ursi, bearberry 



Phlox divaricata, wild blue phlox 

New England native 

Height: 12-14” 

Culture: part sun to full shade, 

moist, well-drained, rich soils;  

Horticultural Interest: dense 

spreader, fragrant mid-spring 

blossoms, white-pink-blue 

 

 

 

 



Tiarella cordifolia, foam-flower 

New England native 

Height: 8-12” 

Culture: part sun to full shade, 

moist, well-drained soils; 

somewhat drought tolerant 

Horticultural Interest: var. 

cordifolia is stoloniferous, while 

var. collina is a clumper; mottled 

character to folilage 

 

 

 

 









Native Plants Online 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Why Kill Your Lawn? 
 

 

American lawns are wasteful, 

environmentally damaging, boring, 

and sterile 

 

Lawns require excessive inputs of 

water, fertilizer, pesticides 

 

There are myriad ways we can 

replace lawns in our landscapes 

 

Our gardens should contribute 

positively to environmental quality; 

one easy way to do that is to kill your 

lawn 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



Conserving and promoting the region’s native plants  

to ensure healthy, biologically diverse landscapes 

 
www.newenglandwild.org 

 

mrichardson@newenglandwild.org 

 


