
 

River Friendly Lawn Care: Simple Steps You 

Can Take for Greener Grass and  
Cleaner Waterways 

 

 

I.  Stormwater 101 
 

Pollution: the right stuff in the wrong place (grass clippings on your lawn are fertilizer, grass 

clippings on the street is pollution) 

 

Stormwater: rain (or snow) that flows through a city or town neighborhood and goes 

down a storm drain and directly into a river or lake 

 

 

A. A Tale of Two Sewers 

 1. Combined Stormwater and Wastewater Sewer System (1940s-60s) 

   

 

2. 1972 Clean Water Act Separates the Sewers 

  a. Stormwater Sewer (rainwater and road runoff)—To the River 

  b. Sanitary Sewer (sewage)—To the Northfield Wastewater Plant—To the River 

 

B. Water Pollution Then and Now 

 1. 1940s, 50s, 60s: Pipe-Source Pollution 

 

 2. Today: Land Use Pollution 

 

 

II. Stormwater Pollution Problems 
 

A. Fertilizer Runoff 

 

B. Grass and Leaves on Sidewalks and Streets 

 

C. Pet Waste 

 

D. Too Much Rainfall and Runoff 

 

 

  



III. Retaining the Rain 
 

A. Rain Barrels 

 

Benefits: captures rainfall and holds onto it, homeowner can use that water on the lawn or 

garden, less rain runoff means less runoff pollution 

 

Costs: $90-$120 for the barrel, a little time to set it up and maintain it. 

 

B. Rain Gardens 

 

Benefits: captures stormwater before it can reach the street, cleans up fertilizers and other 

chemicals before they flow into the street, gardens look pretty much of the year 

Costs: $100-$1,000, depending on size and plant choices, takes some time each year to maintain 

it, but probably takes less time to maintain than the same size piece of turf lawn 

 

 

IV. What You Can Do To Keep Stormwater Clean 
 

1. Remember that when a fertilizer company recommends how much fertilizer to apply, they 

have a financial interest and getting you to use more fertilizer. Most lawns only need 0-2 

applications of fertilizer per year. One river-friendly approach is to use a slow-release fertilizer 

around Memorial Day and a second application around Labor Day. 

 

2. Let your lawn grow taller. If you set your lawnmower at its top setting, you will be able to 

keep your lawn 3”-4” tall. Taller turf grass crowds out weeds better and handles drought better 

than a 1”-2” lawn.  

 

3. Use the “mulch” setting on your lawnmower to cut up grass into smaller pieces and leave it 

on the lawn. Grass is full of nitrogen (a fertilizer) and by leaving clippings on your lawn, you 

won’t need to add as much fertilizer. 

 

4. Rake up your leaves and take them to the City of Northfield Compost Pile. Leaves are full of 

phosphorus (a fertilizer). If you compost them, they will turn into nutrient-right soil for your 

gardens. 

 

5. Consider planting a rain garden in your yard to capture rainfall and clean up fertilizer runoff 

before it reaches the street. Both the City of Northfield and Rice County have rebate programs 

to reimburse homeowners for installing a rain garden.  

 

https://www.ci.northfield.mn.us/338/Rain-Garden-Rain-BarrelsNative-Plant-Reb 

https://www.ci.northfield.mn.us/338/Rain-Garden-Rain-BarrelsNative-Plant-Reb

