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LESSON 1: INTRODUCTION 
LAWN REMOVAL AND ALTERNATIVE LAWN GUIDE 

 

Why should you take out your lawn? 

 

Rebate, water conservation or habitat? The reasons for replacing your client’s lawn might lead 
you to the world of native and CA-friendly plants. But before you switch to something native, 
and before your clients can enjoy their new landscapes, you’ll have to remove that existing 
turf.  Here are answers to some questions you might have. 

 

What kind of lawn do I have? 

 

There are two types of turf commonly found in our region, warm season and cool season:  

 

• The most common warm-season turf includes Bermuda grass and St. Augustine.  
 

              
Bermuda grass       Saint Augustine 

 

• The most common cool-season turf includes tall fescue (Marathon, Harmony) and 
perennial rye grass.  
 

                 
           Tall Fescue Grass                                                                       Perennial Rye 
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• UC Integrated Pest Management offers a guide to weeds that includes exotic grasses and 
can be used to identify what turf you have. (Find it at 
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/weeds_intro.html) 

 

Some grasses are easier to remove than others. Marathon is easy because its roots are shallow. 
In contrast, the vigorous rhizomes of Bermuda grass, an African native, can spread through weed 
barriers, between pipes, and under sidewalks. Each tiny section of rhizome can start a new plant, 
and its roots can stretch more than five feet beneath the surface. Even after removing every 
node of Bermuda in the first foot of soil, you’ll likely be pulling out sprouts for years. But certain 
techniques will give you a good head start, and, with dedication and patience, your client’s 
garden will be Bermuda grass-free.  

 

What are warm and cool-season grasses? 

 

Grasses are categorized by their seasonal adaptations, which reflect the time of year for 
germination, growth, and dormancy. Warm-season grasses require consistent outdoor 
temperatures of 80° F. and above to germinate, and actively grow and flower during the hottest 
months of the year. They go dormant (or partially dormant) during the winter. Cool-season 
grasses respond to the shorter photoperiod and cooler temperatures of the fall and winter 
months; they should be sown when it is consistently below 80° F.  These grasses may go dormant 
during the summer.   

 

What are my options for lawn removal? 

 

All removal methods come with benefits and challenges, and learning those can save you time 
and effort. There are four ways to eliminate lawns: mechanical, solarization, layered mulching, 
and chemical. Keep in mind that stubborn exotics like Bermuda grass will be largely but not 
entirely removed with the first effort; you’ll likely be removing tufts of grass well into the future.  

 

Mechanical is the simplest but most labor-intensive method of turf removal. 

• Soak the lawn thoroughly to loosen the soil and begin mechanical removal 2-5 days after 
soils are saturated. 

• Preferred tools are: 
o Mattock pickaxe/spade for manual removal 
o Turf/sod cutting implement 

• This is the best way to remove entire plants and their roots near the surface, which 
makes it the perfect strategy for grasses with shallower root systems, like Marathon 
fescue. But even for deeper-rooted grasses like Bermuda, combining this technique with 
solarizing can be effective. 
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• You will end up with a lot of material which can be re-used when removed with a sod 
cutter, composted on-site, or discarded via roll-off containers. 

o Every 1,000 square feet of sod occupies roughly one ten-yard roll-off container. 
o If composting, flip over and layer with wood chips, compost, and food scraps in 3’ 

tall by 3’ wide by indefinite length piles on the property.  Avoid composting 
rhizomatous warm season grasses as they will likely survive the process. 

 

                           
   Sod Cutter                                                                       Removal with Spade 

 

Solarizing uses the heat of the sun to kill undesired turf, weeds, and weed seed. 

• To accomplish this method, you will be steaming the soil up to 18” beneath the surface 
to kill weeds, seeds, and roots that could cause future trouble. To apply this method of 
soil solarization, clear the area of all surface plants, weeds, rocks, and sharp objects, level 
the soil with a rake, and soak to a depth of 6-8”. Then, dig a trench around the area to be 
treated and apply a transparent plastic tarp (1-4 mm. thickness) over the plot. Lay a 
portion of the tarp over one side of the empty trench and fill that portion of the trench 
with soil so that the edge is sealed, then pull the plastic as tightly as possible over the rest 
of the area to create a seal, filling soil into the trench as you go. This process should be 
done early to mid-summer and left in place for 4-8 weeks The sun is sufficiently hot 
enough to kill the unwanted vegetation during this season and the plot will be ready for 
fall planting. For more step-by-step guidance, visit: 
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn74145.html  
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Hillside solarizing in progress 

 

Layered mulching uses the absence of sun and the smothering effects of carbon-based material 
to eliminate weeds, turf, and weed seed. 

• This technique is often called “lasagna gardening”. By layering biodegradable cardboard 
directly on grass and covering it with alternating layers of tree litter, other natural 
mulches, and more cardboard, the grass tends to die out from lack of sunlight. At the 
same time, the “cardboard lasagna” decomposes and creates nutrient-rich soil ideal for 
vegetable and herb gardens. This technique may be less ideal for native plants, which are 
adapted to less rich soils. This technique is less ideal for warm season grasses as their 
roots can occasionally persist in the layers.  

 
Components of a layered mulch approach 
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Chemical 

• Herbicides are typically not recommended as a form of lawn removal because of the 
health and ecosystem threats that they pose. Additionally, they sometimes kill top 
growth without affecting the roots and rhizomes deep within the soil, plus top growth 
can usually be removed by hand. But for areas with persistent turf grass, appropriate 
dilutions and localized applications of chemicals are an effective method of elimination. 
Pick an herbicide specific to the grass you want removed, follow label instructions 
carefully, and target young plants before they spread. For more details, see the UC IPM 
Pest Notes linked below. 

 
Herbicide is extremely effective, and while you can physically remove the grass material, you 

don’t have to…It can remain to decompose onsite. 

 

How can I replace my lawn to be drought tolerant? 

 

Note: CA native lawn alternatives DO NOT QUALIFY for LADWP rebate program 

 

There are many native alternatives to exotic lawns, some of which fill the functional and 
aesthetic role of traditional turfs and others that embrace the wild chaparral or native 
grasslands. Which one you use is a matter of client choice, and there are many questions to 
consider: is the lawn for ornamental purposes, possibly featuring naturalistic un-mowed bunch 
grasses? Does it need to be a flat turf that can withstand children and dogs? Does your client 
want it green year-round or can it follow its natural seasonal cycles of growth and dormancy? 
There are plants for every parameter: 

 

Cool-Season Grasses are best sowed or planted in the fall. 

• For an alternative traditional lawn, Agrostis pallens (San Diego bent grass) 
(http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Agrostis_pallens), takes light 
mowing, can handle foot traffic, and can be given supplemental watering during the 
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summer months to stay evergreen. It is frequently considered the native version of 
Bermudagrass because it can spread vigorously by rhizomes, can be mowed, and is very 
drought-tolerant.  

• Carex praegracilis (slender sedge)  http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index 
.php?title=Carexpraegracilis is a cool-season grass-like plant that also can be mowed, but 
will be more clumping. This makes for a more natural lawn that’s appropriate for dogs. A 
very similar species is Carex pansa (dune sedge). 

• Ornamental bunch grasses can be cut back during the summer, can be intentionally 
placed in the garden so that other plants obscure their summer dormancy, or be left to 
their golden hue, as with  Stipa pulchra (purple needlegrass) (California’s state grass!) 
http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Nassella_pulchra  

 

Warm-Season Grasses generally germinate in the spring, bloom in summer, and go dormant 
during winter. 

• Bouteloua gracilis (Blue grama grass) http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index 
.php?title=Bouteloua_gracilis is  a slowly spreading bunch grass that is easily sown from 
seed and can create a bumpy but comfortable lawn. It, along with  Bouteloua 
curtipendula (sideoats grama), 
http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Bouteloua _curtipendula can 
also be utilized as an ornamental grass that can be planted in large swaths or to 
accentuate other plants. Aristida purpurea (Purple three-awn) 
http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Aristida_purpurea_var._purp
urea ,  Elymus condensatus ‘Canyon Prince’ (‘Canyon Prince’ Giant Wild Rye) 
http://www.theodorepayne. 
org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Leymus_condensatus_%27Canyon_Prince%27 and 
Sporobolus airoides (alkali sacaton) http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/ 
index.php?title=Sporobolus_airoides, are all beautiful warm-season bunchgrass options.  

More Options 

• Fescues, including Festuca californica (California fescue) 
http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Festuca_californica and F. 
idahoensis (Idaho fescue) http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php? 
title=Festuca_idahoensis form clumps that can be an aesthetically pleasing lawn but not a 
flat surface. They can handle moderate foot traffic and dogs, but if you’re looking for 
sports matches,  skip these. Festuca rubra ‘Molate’ (creeping red fescue) 
http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Festuca_rubra_%27Molate%
27  is ideal for partial shade or morning sun areas and creates a flowing meadow look. 
Fescues can be grown from seed or transplants.  

• Achillea millefolium, common yarrow, isn’t a grass but makes an excellent lawn 
alternative. It can be mowed to handle moderate foot traffic, or can be left to form a 
dense, flowering meadow of white bouquets that attract many kinds of pollinators. 
http://www.theodorepayne.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Achillea_millefolium  

• Phyla nodiflora, lippia, is a flowering ground cover in the Verbena family and forms a fast 
growing mat that can be green all year round with limited watering.  



 

21 
 

How can I care for my new lawn? 

 

For seeds that have just been sowed, keep soil consistently moist until you see a few inches of 
growth.  After some establishment, water native grasses less frequently than irrigation methods 
used for exotics - but for a longer duration per application.  This less frequent but deeper 
watering encourages deep root growth, which promotes drought-tolerance in the plant; the 
roots of established plants will be shallow if they’ve been given short showers instead of deep 
soakings. For example, instead of running sprinklers ten minutes twice a week, try 20 minutes 
once per week. Better yet, water only when needed, by checking how moist the soil is about 3-4” 
beneath the surface. This watering method can be extended to grasses that aren’t native as well, 
if you choose to keep portions of your traditional exotic lawn. 

 

Weeding and watering come with a garden and they won’t go away now that your natives are 
planted. Especially when establishing new grasses from seed, being vigilant with weeds is 
necessary because it can be difficult to distinguish between the desired seedlings and the weed 
seedlings. Tip: sow a small amount of the seed in a container so that you can study the 
appearance of the native seedlings you want to keep!  Make time every day or every few days to 
see the progress your garden is making and help it come along. Whether for your backyard 
badminton rallies or picnics in a native meadow, a lawn may be a good choice for your garden, 
especially if it’s a California native! 
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