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I don't like to use chemicals on my lawn, but I've also developed 

a zealous aversion to dandelions. That makes me the 

neighborhood crazy lady, cruising my yard daily with a weed 

puller at the ready in eagle-eyed pursuit of my little yellow 

adversaries. 

When my wrist started to ache this spring from all the weeding, I 

figured there had to be less grueling — and more effective — 

ways to keep my yard looking nice. I solicited advice from local 

lawn-care experts who use organic practices and got some 

great tips: 

If you weed by hand, use good tools: 

I've always used a little hand tool that requires bending down 

and using the strength of my wrist and thumb to pull out the weed by the root. A friend clued me in to 

a more ergonomic weed puller with a long handle and a mechanism that you step on instead of 

awkwardly bending your wrist. Several local stores carry the Fiskars Upright Weed Remover, which 

gets great reviews and costs about $30. Next time you see me prowling the neighborhood in search 

of errant weeds, I plan to have a new tool in hand. 

Don't scalp your lawn: 

Mow your lawn to about 3 or 31/2 inches to keep your soil cooler. "Weeds love hot, dry, compacted 

soil, so when you cut your lawn short you're pretty much asking for weeds to grow," said Willie 

Wellington, owner of Insite Lawn Care and Landscaping in Ames. 

Aerate your soil: 

Particularly if you live in new construction, your soil is likely compacted. Grass doesn't like 

compacted soil, but weeds do. After you aerate your soil, fill the aeration holes with topsoil or 

compost, and then apply grass seed to cover the new soil. You should also seed any bare spots in 

your lawn, including those caused by pulling weeds. 

 

 



Test your soil: 

Most homeowners don't know what nutrients their soil needs, so they may be over-applying fertilizer, 

Wellington said. If you send samples of your soil to Iowa State University, they can let you know the 

nutrient needs of your lawn. For details, go to soiltesting.agron.iastate.edu/. 

Try natural products: 

Wellington uses a corn-gluten product as pre-emergent weed control in the spring and a sugar-beet 

product as post-emergent weed control and fertilizer in August. You can find corn-gluten products 

under the brand name Concern at several local stores, and sugar-beet products are available online. 

For spot-treating weeds similar to how you would use Roundup, Wellington recommends 

horticultural-grade vinegar. Horticultural-grade vinegar is 10 to 20 percent acid, compared to 

household vinegar at closer to 5 percent, and is available online. 

For a lawn service that uses all-natural products, try Safe Earth Lawn and Garden in Des Moines or 

Wellington's company, Insite Lawn Care and Landscaping, in Ames. 

"These products work fairly well," Wellington said. "You usually have to use a larger quantity than 

you would of the conventional products, and they might not work as fast as chemicals. 

"But I personally feel these products are better for myself, for nature, for other people and pets and 

for the organisms in the ground," he continued. "It allows a more natural system to work in the soil 

and in the end creates better turf condition so we don't have to use as many chemicals or spend as 

much time on our lawns. Iowa's water quality is awful — when you swim in the water you have to 

worry about it, and nitrogen from fertilizer is a huge problem for our water supply. I just think using 

natural products is the right thing to do." 

When you do use chemicals, use them properly: 

Wellington said one problem with conventional lawn products is that homeowners often don't follow 

the instructions, leading to overuse or unsafe use. 

A+ Lawn and Landscape in Des Moines uses a hybrid approach of conventional pre-emergent weed 

control and organic fertilizer. They read labels to choose the conventional products with the fewest 

negative effects and follow practices to reduce runoff to the water supply. 

"Our company has a policy that any time we apply product to a lawn we use a blower to blow it back 

into the lawn," said Bobby Dunn from A+ Lawn and Landscape. "We don't want to leave granules on 

any paved areas that might lead to runoff. It's an issue when it gets into the storm drains and water 

supply and we don't want to contribute to that." 



To keep products on the lawn instead of in the storm drains, blow or sweep any excess granules 

back into the lawn. You should also make sure that water — whether from rain, watering the lawn or 

washing your car — doesn't cause soil, grass clippings or lawn products to run off onto the 

pavement. 

Be OK with weeds: 

After I get the dandelions under control, I have my eye on a few patches of broadleaf plantains in our 

front yard. But the violets, clover and even crabgrass don't bother me as much, so I let those go. 

(Don't tell my landlord.) 

Maria Filippone of Des Moines has had a lawn service apply natural corn-gluten and sugar-beet 

products in the past, but with a 1.2-acre lawn, she got tired of the expense. 

"It would work if we had stayed on top of it, but we gave up," Filippone said. "We really didn't want to 

spend that much money on dandelions, which my girls love anyway." 
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