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Best Practices for Shore Yard Maintenance 
 

What you do with your property can make a big difference for the environment; helping to maintain healthy rivers and a 
thriving Chesapeake Bay. By adopting the following yard maintenance practices, you can reduce excess nutrients and 
sediments from reaching nearby waterways, provide habitat for wildlife and increase native plant diversity while 
creating a healthy and beautiful yard. 
 
Test your soil (3,7) 
Find out what your lawn actually needs to thrive by having a soil test performed before seeding a new lawn and every 
three years for an established lawn. Your local University of Maryland Extension office can provide you with a soil test kit 
or suggest appropriate soil test labs for home gardeners, and help you interpret the results and make adjustments to pH 
and other soil characteristics. For more information on soil tests, visit https://extension.umd.edu/hgic/topics/soil-
testing. 
 
Leave the Leaves (5,11, 12) 
Did you know that leaves, when collected and dumped into the river, are a major source of nutrient pollution, but when 
left alone or composted can act as nature’s fertilizer and provide critical winter habitat for native critters? Follow these 
best practices in the fall:  

• Don’t blow or rake leaves into the river or stormdrains. Leaves decompose and produce harmful levels of 
nutrient pollution in our waterways.  

• Don’t blow or rake leaves into the street, gutter, or ditch, unless your local municipality has a collection and 
composting program.  

• Do use your leaves as mulch or compost, or contact your local government to find the nearest composting 
center.  

 
And, after mowing, leave grass clippings on the lawn, allowing them to decompose and return nutrients to the soil in a 
slow-release form. This can reduce the need for fertilizer use by 25%, save time and money, and decrease the amount of 
runoff into local rivers. 
 
Use Fertilizers Appropriately (3,6,7) 
Proper use of fertilizers and compost is critical. Over-fertilizing plants can lead to pest problems and harmful runoff. 
Fertilize only as needed using the results from your soil test as a guide. When you must use fertilizer, apply it according 
to University of Maryland Extension fertilizer recommendations, which follows Maryland’s Lawn Fertilizer Law. Also 
consider using natural, organic fertilizers, or create your own organic compost. The best alternative to water-soluble 
chemical fertilizers for your lawn and garden is compost. You can make your own from food waste, grass clippings, yard 
waste, and other natural ingredients, or purchase it from garden centers. For more on organic compost, visit: 
https://www.cbf.org/join-us/more-things-you-can-do/in-your-yard/lawn-care.html 
 
Mow High (3,4,6,11) 
Don't cut your grass too short. Taller grasses help prevent weeds, allow roots to reach deeper and reduce runoff, and 
stay green longer during drought. A height of 2 1/2 to 3 inches is ideal. During hot, dry periods in summer, it’s best to 
raise the mower height up one-half to one inch higher and not mow when grass is dormant during the hottest and driest 
part of the summer.  
 
In addition, mowing less frequently (every 2 weeks) increases habitat for beneficial bees, which alongside other 
pollinators, are experiencing a severe decline. For more on what you can do to help pollinators, visit 
https://extension.umd.edu/hgic/topics/what-can-i-do-help-pollinators. 
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Water Thoughtfully (1,3) 
Don't overwater your lawn. In fact, excess water can cause disease. During the hot summer, it is normal for the grass to 
go dormant, and the tops of grass blades to go brown. For more information on watering during the hottest and driest 
months, visit 
https://extension.umd.edu/sites/extension.umd.edu/files/_docs/programs/hgic/HGIC_Pubs/ornamentals/HG85_Wateri
ng_tips_drought_2018.2019_rev.pdf 
 
Reduce Your Lawn (3,9,12) 
Great expanses of grass are not your only option and don’t grow well in all situations. Consider enlarging flower beds, 
planting native shrubs under large trees, letting fallen leaves serve as compost, and creating a rain (or wetland) garden 
in wet areas or native ground cover and plants in heavily shaded or sloped areas. Smaller lawns need less water, 
maintenance (mowing, watering, and fertilizing), and toxic chemicals.  For more ideas on ways to reduce your lawn, visit 
https://www.cbf.org/join-us/more-things-you-can-do/in-your-yard/lawn-care.html 
 
Mulch (1,7) 
Mulch around plants to keep weeds down, conserve soil moisture and moderate soil temperatures. Organic mulches, 
such as bark, shredded leaves, grass clippings and straw are preferred because they improve soil structure and return 
nutrients to the soil upon decomposition. Apply mulches no deeper than 2-3 inches and never against the trunk of a 
tree. 
 
Reduce Runoff (7,10,12) 
There are several simple actions homeowners can take on their preopty to encourage rain to soak into the ground and 
reduce the amount of runoff leaving their property—reducing pollution in our local streams. 

• Install conservation landscaping—replacing turf grass with native plants. For more info, visit 
https://extension.umd.edu/sites/extension.umd.edu/files/_docs/CL_0370.pdf#overlay-
context=watershed/stormwater-practices 

• Direct water flow away from pavement and toward a well-vegetated area. 

• Install a rain garden or rain barrel 

• Improve existing water infiltration by incorporating organic matter into lawns and planting beds. 

• Consider using pervious paving options for driveways and entertainment areas. 
 
For a comprehensive guide on actions homeowners can take to make their property more environmentally friendly, 
check out the Chesapeake Bay Program’s Better Backyard: A Citizens’ Resource Guide to Beneficial Landscaping and 
Habitat Restoration or the Chesapeake Stormwater Network’s Homeowner Guide For a More Bay-Friendly Property. 
 
And, to speak to someone about your property, contact the University of Maryland Extension’s Home & Garden 
Information Center at 410-531-5556 or reach out to your local county University of Maryland Extension office. 
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