
Do lawn care and gardening activities affect stormwater 
runoff?  

Adapted from Coast-A-Syst, North Carolina 
Lawns and gardens add beauty, provide habitat for many plants and animals, and can help 
protect the environment by filtering out pollutants and reducing soil runoff. Homeowners often 
care for lawns, gardens, shrubs, and trees by applying plant nutrients and sometimes pesticides to 
help them remain healthy, attractive, and pest free. Unfortunately, improper storage and 
application of these products may result in products moving through the soil into the 
groundwater or leaching into surface waters such as creeks, wetlands and lakes. This can cause 
damage or kill aquatic plants and animals as well as cause pollution of stormwater and 
groundwater used for drinking water.  

It is important to know how to maintain these areas while still preventing contaminated 
stormwater runoff and protecting your water supply. Children and pets are also vulnerable to 
pesticides improperly stored, applied, or used. Proper application of fertilizers and pesticides, 
safe storage practices, and correct watering are all part of the overall protection plan to reduce 
runoff.  

Surface waters need to be protected from lawn and garden activities that cause soil erosion. 
Land-disturbing activities, uncovered soil surfaces, and the absence of erosion control measures 
may cause soil to move into streams, rivers, and estuaries. Excess sediment in surface waters can 
kill important food sources for fish and cause the quality of the water to decline. It is important 
that you keep your soil on your property. You can do this by minimizing the amount of bare soil 
that is exposed to rain.  

Leaving or establishing an undisturbed natural area of vegetation along lakes, creeks, marshes, 
and rivers, can provide numerous benefits for overall watershed and stream health, while also 
protecting water quality. Landscaping down to the water with inappropriate plant species can 
increase erosion and the potential for flood damage while decreasing available habitat for 
wildlife.  

It is nearly impossible to get pollutants out of water once they get there. Expensive treatments or 
new wells would be required to get safe drinking water again and to clean up polluted waters. 
Clearly, it is much more effective to keep pollutants out of water than to try to clean it up 
afterward.  

For a quiz about fertilizer and pesticide usage on your lawn, please visit the Coast-A-Syst 
website at http://www.soil.ncsu.edu/assist/cas/lawn/index.htm.  For information about local 
pesticide/fertilizer recommendations on your lawn, please contact Cornell Cooperative Extension 
of Oneida County at 736-3394.  


