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● We have 40 million acres of turf grass in the USA. 
● How we manage even small pieces of land can improve the soil microbiome and cool the 

planet. 
● All of the NO’s below are soil life destroyers and just give short term results. 
● Once the soil gains humus and microbes, more nutrients will become available to the lawn, will 

hold water better, reduce erosion and will have less pests and diseases. 
 

NO YES! 

No more chemical fertilizer.  Add humus and microbes: apply biological mix of inoculants (teas) and 
regular light top-dressings of compost to feed the microbes.  

No herbicides. Manual removal, control by mowing practices, cure soil imbalances 
which largely can be accomplished by adding humus and microbes. 

No insecticides.  Restore balance by attracting beneficial insects, using biological 
controls above and below the ground... 

Avoid soil compaction.  Limit driving and repeated walking over the same spot especially in the 
spring.  Put out some obstacles for a time.  Dead spots can have holes 
punched in them and compost raked in.  Power machines can be 
rented.  A flat fork can be repeatedly forced in and rocked and 
reinserted a couple of inches away. 

No monocrops. Encourage diversity. Choose seed mixes that are diverse in lifecycle, 
shape, root depth, and are realistic for the region that you live in. 

 
Some practical points to do right now to start building soil carbon and thus lawn health. 
 
1. Add clover. Clover was included in just about every lawn seed mix up until the 1970's when 
Chemlawn et al convinced us that clover was a weed and we needed to kill it with Dicamba. Clover has 
a natural symbiotic relationship with grasses. If you were to pick all of the clover out of a patch of Dutch 
white clover for example, you would see a circle of grass that was greener than the rest of the lawn. 
This is because of the nodes on this legume which host bacteria which takes N right out of the air and 
converts it into a form that the grass can immediately take up. One of the advantages of using this 
method of fertilization, is that you never over-fertilize and thus, you aren't out there cutting every five 
days after pouring chemical N, P, & K on the lawn. Great tip for the cheap and lazy! 
 
2. Aerate and inoculate. Aerate the soil and spread compost or spray a compost extract into the 
aeration holes. 

Quality in compost matters. We’re looking to diversify soil organisms to include more than a few 
species of bacteria and pathogenic fungi. Proper biologically active compost will have, bacteria, 
nematodes, protozoa, fungal hyphae, and will be suitable for earthworms and microarthropods to take 
us residence.  
 

Once you have the right biological inoculate in hand, get a commercial firm to do a core aeration 
before compost extract is applied. Most lawns are so hard and compact, that this will help get the 



biology that much deeper into the soil.  
 
3. Overseed with deeper rooted grasses. I would imagine that Kentucky Bluegrass is as big in 
Vermont as it is up here as we are in a similar climate zone. KBG has made the lawn care input 
industry a lot of money as it requires a lot of inputs. It comes up well enough in the spring but is highly 
drought susceptible. It is very shallow rooted so needs lots of water. Great for the sprinkler industry. 
Any sodded lawn that hasn't been overseed is just about 100% KBG. It makes a great piece of sod. 
The rhizomes grow out sideways from a node on the root so there is this web of roots and rhizomes 
that make a nice piece of sod. Easy to cut and easy to rollout. As long as they roll it out with the green 
side up, they have an instant beautiful lawn..... that only goes downhill from there.  
 
Perennial Ryegrass does not make a good piece of sod since it puts its energy into deeper roots and 
not into these shallow rhizomes. It germinates much quicker than KBG, within a week to 10 days. It 
doesn't winter as well so it is not good as a base grass. That is one of the advantages of KBG. It 
winters well enough to come back in the spring and the rhizomes do help fill in areas where there was 
winterkill because nodes also form on the lateral growing rhizomes to grow new leaves and plants i.e. 
new grasses.  
 
The other good overseeding grass is fine fescues. All three - KBG, PR and FF are usually included in 
lawn mixes. Shady mixes will have more of the latter two than KBG. So even if they have a sunny lawn, 
I would recommend buying the shade mixes available at the local garden centre as it will include more 
of these deeper rooted grasses.  
 
At this stage, I would wait until mid-August to overseed with PR or a shade mix. If they can dethatch the 
lawn beforehand that will help the germination rate as it will get the seed right into contact with the soil 
instead of lying on undecomposed grass clipping and other organic material on the surface. If their lawn 
is biologically active, they will have very little thatch on the surface. If a full dethatching is impractical 
due to lawn size, even a good raking is better than nothing as it scarifies the soil a bit for better seed to 
soil contact. If they start working on the biology in the soil, by next year they may be able to get away 
without dethatching or even raking in the fall in order to prepare a proper overseeding seedbed. By the 
way, when I use the term 'fall', I mean fall in terms of grass cycles. By mid-August, it is fall as far as 
grass is concerned. Best time to work on a lawn. 
 
In summary  
- Enjoy the summer without worrying about your lawn until somewhere between mid-August and 
mid-September. 
- Rake or dethatch the lawn. Best to use a hard garden rake to dig into the soil a bit but if that is too 
onerous then a leaf rake will do. When I say dethatching, I am talking about a dethatching attachment 
for their mower or to rent a machine that really beats up the lawn. Then you rake up the material and 
compost it. 
- Get a local lawn company to do a core aeration. 
- Spray a compost extract or tea if they know what they are doing. 
- Overseed with PR and FF or a shade mix. Buy some white clover to mix in. Maybe about 30%.  

The shade mix will have some KBG in it that will probably never germinate actually because it 
takes too long 3 to 4 weeks. By then the PR will have taken their space to germinate. The FF will 
germinate in about 2 to 3 weeks so same thing. They will beat the KBG to the spot. 
 


