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Homeowner Survey Reveals Lawn
Management Practices in Virginia

atershed managers tend to make two as-
Wsumpti onsabout thelink between lawn care

andwater quality. Thefirstisthat anarmy of
envioussuburban homeownersemergeseach weekend
to apply ever more massive doses of fertilizer and
pesticides to create the perfect green sward. The sec-
ond assumptionisthat thisarmy would quickly surren-
der once they were informed about the water quality
impactsof their excessivelawn carepractices. Somuch
thewiser, they would accurately calibratelawn spread-
ers, test their soil prior to fertilization, practice inte-
grated pest management, compost yard wastes, and
recycle lawn clippings back on their yards.

As it turns out, recent surveys of suburban lawn
care practices in Northern Virginia suggest that both
assumptionsareoverly smplistic. Throughaninnova
tiveresidential water quality program, Marc Aveni and
hiscolleaguesat the Prince William Cooperative Exten-
sion have conducted detailed surveys of actual lawn
carepracticesin PrinceWilliam County, Virginia. The
county, situated to the southeast of Washington D.C.,
has experienced rapid suburban growth in the last 15
years. Aveni surveyed 100 homeownerson their lawn
care practices, before and after they had enrolled in a
demonstration residential |awn care program.

The pre-survey provides a revealing snapshot of
current residential lawn care practices. For example,
79% of suburban lawns had been fertilized in the past
year. Pesticides had also been applied to 66% of the
lawns. Chemicalsweretypically applied by the home-
owner, rather than lawn care companies (85%vs. 10%
of all lawns). Somehomeownersspentimpressivesums
of timeand money on their yards: 35% spent in excess
of $100onchemical sper year andlaboredontheirlawns
for more than four hours per week. A magjority of
homeowners(65%), however, spentlessthan $100/year
on lawn chemicalsand worked threehoursor lesseach
week.

Less than 20% of residents tested their soil to
determinewhether their yard actually needed fertiliza-
tion. Similarly, lawnownerswereequally splitastothe
best season to apply fertilizer (spring and fall). Resi-
dents showed relatively little interest in non-chemical
lawn care practices, such as turf aeration and
dethatching: fewer than 30% of suburban lawns re-
ceived such treatments. Nearly 50% of homeowners

watered their lawns on at least a weekly basis in the
summer.

Homeowners consulted a wide range information
sourcesto guide their lawn care efforts. Their number
oneinformation sourcewasproduct labelsontheshdlf,
followed by newspapers and magazines, the advice of
thehardwarestoreor nursery clerks, and thewisdom of
their friendsand neighbors. Their least common infor-
mation source, to Aveni’ sdismay, wereunbiased lawn
experts such as the Cooperative Extension Service.

While devel oping an outreach program toimprove
residential lawn carepractices, Aveni quickly notedtwo
important facts.

* Mostresidentswereat |east somewhat awareand
concerned about thelinksbetween lawn careand
water quality. However, most did not have much
timeto learn about better lawn care practices.

¢ Whilehomeownersareoftenwillingtoadopt lawn
practices that improve water quality, they still
want asharp-looking lawn.

With support from the Extension Service, U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture, a practical public education
program was ingtituted in Prince William County that
utilized the concept of neighborhood demonstration
lawns. The concept works as follows. Interested indi-
viduals are recruited from Extension-sponsored field
dayswhere water-quality oriented lawn care practices
aredemonstrated. Eachrecruitisgiven short but inten-
sive training on how to implement the recommended
lawn care practices.

Over the course of the next year, an expert “ Master
Gardener” volunteer visits the homeowner to provide
more one-on-one training and collect asoil test. After
ayear of practice and demonstrated understanding of
the recommended practices, the homeowner’s lawn
may be designated as a demonstration lawn, with an
attractive sign to pigue neighborhood curiosity.

Post-surveys indicated that homeowners signifi-
cantly changed both their attitudes and actual lawn
practices asaresult of participating in the demonstra-
tion lawn program. Sharp increasesin soil testing, fall
fertilization, pestidentification, grasscomposting, and
yard aerationwererecorded, aswell assharp decreases
inpesticideapplications. Participantsgenerally reported
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