Alternatives to Kentucky bluegrass lawns
As we enter the lawn care season, many are looking to reduce their water use in their landscapes. There
are many alternatives to the traditional Kentucky bluegrass lawn that we have become accustom to,
which require less water and even maintenance in some cases.
There are two different classifications of grasses: warm season and cool season. Kentucky bluegrass is a
cool season grass. These grasses grow throughout the spring and fall, and go dormant during the hot
part of the summer. Planting of cool season grasses should occur when the temperatures range from 50
to 70 degrees. Warm season grasses usually remain dormant until June. They are green during the hot
summer months and go dormant in late September. These grasses, unless watered like a traditional
lawn will not be quite as green as a Kentucky bluegrass lawn, but will require less water and less
maintenance. Planting should occur when the temperatures range from 70 to 90 degrees.
Examples of drought-tolerant, cool season turf grasses include: Canada bluegrass, crested wheatgrass,
fine fescues, perennial wildryes, tall fescue, and western wheatgrass. Examples of drought-tolerant,
warm season turf grasses include: blue grama and buffalo grass.
To convert your traditional lawn to one that utilizes more drought-tolerant grasses is easy. You can
either remove all the existing sod, which involves quite a bit of digging and hard labor. Or… You can kill
the existing sod by applying a non-selective herbicide. Herbicide should be applied when the grass is
green and has a height of 3 to 4 inches and may require multiple applications. Then, using a lawnmower
set at its lowest height, “scalp” the turf and incorporate the dead grass into the soil. This adds organic
matter to the soil, which is very important no matter what method of removal you are using.
“Rough up” the scalped turf surface with a rake to loosen the soil and smooth out the surface. Plant
grass seed at the recommended rate recommended by the seed supplier and pack in ensure good seedto-soil contact. Keep the surface of the seedbed moist until the new grass has germinated and has
grown to a height of 2 inches. Then gradually reduce frequency of irrigating and water more deeply to
encourage root growth.
Most importantly, be patient. Some grasses need from 10 days to two weeks before they germinate.

