
So Long, Lawn 

How to kill your lawn and what to 
plant instead…. 



Gene Ratcliffe 
Tree of Life Nursery 



Why replace lawn? 

• Substantially and permanently reduce water 
use. 

• Permanently reduce maintenance costs. 

• Reduce /eliminate fertilizer and pesticide use. 

• Improve water quality by eliminating irrigation 
runoff, improve air quality by less mowing. 

• Increase color and seasonal interest. 

 



Cool season turf is the thirstiest 
landscape material you can use 

• Replacing lawn with any other plant material 
will result in immediate water savings. 

• Mediterranean climate plants use 50-75% less 
water than lawn. 

• California natives require less water and fewer 
garden chemicals than other Mediterranean 
climate ornamental species. 

 
 
 



How to kill your lawn 



 Options for removal vary by speed, 
cost, and chemical use 

• Herbicide treatment, typically using 
glyphosate (Roundup®, etc.). Determine if 
lawn is a cool season fescue-type or warm 
season hybrid Bermuda/St Augustine grass 
before treatment. 

• Strip and flip, using a sod-cutter. 

• Smother by mulching; only effective for non-
rhizomatous grasses such as fescue. 



Considerations before removal  

• Rebate programs for turf removal: time limits 
and pre-approval requirements. 

• Irrigation: preserve, modify or replace your 
existing system for maximum irrigation 
efficiency. Rebates may also be available. 

• High priority lawn areas for removal: slopes, 
parkways, shaded, unhealthy and other hard 
to maintain zones. 



Remove turf first  
from problem areas 
 
• Slopes 
• Dry shade 
• Narrow beds,  
• Under trees  
• High traffic zones 



Keep  ‘recreational turf’ 



I killed it, now what? 

Popular design alternatives; select based on 
budget, architectural theme, landscape use .  

• Green Carpet: flat, green, and tidy. 

• Naturalistic: mixed shrubs, ground covers, and 
flowers. 

• Riot of Color: perennials and colored foliage. 

• Pavers, flagstone or other pervious, non-plant 
options. 



Green 
Carpet/manicured 

vs.  
Naturalistic / informal 



Two good ‘green 
carpet’ options  

Arctostaphylos, Manzanita 

Fragaria, Ornamental Strawberry 



Some native ‘green carpet’ plants: 

• Baccharis ‘Pigeon Point’ or ‘Twin Peaks’ 

• Arctostaphylos ‘Point Reyes’ 

• Arctostaphylos ‘Carmel Sur’ 

• Fragaria chiloensis (sun),  

• Fragaria vesca (shade) 

• Ceanothus ‘Heart’s Desire’, ‘Yankee Point’ 

• Salvia ‘Bee’s Bliss’ or ‘Mrs. Beard’ 

 



Baccharis ‘Pigeon Point’ 



Ceanothus arboreus 

Island Wild Lilac 

Ceanothus, California Lilac 

An  excellent evergreen shrub or ground 
cover for dry areas and poor soil. 



Ceanothus ‘Heart’s Desire’ 

No fertilizer required, 
deep roots and minimal 
irrigation for Ceanothus 



Ceanothus ‘Yankee Point’ 



Ornamental grasses are a low-water 
alternative to turf grasses 

 

Aristida purpurea, Purple Three Awn 



Muhlenbergia rigens, Deer grass 



Naturalistic gardens 



. 

Naturalistic designs are low water, low  
maintenance, and long-lived. 



Riot of Color: low water, high impact, 
 moderate to high maintenance 



Use accent plants in high  
visibility areas.  
 
Rely on lower maintenance  
shrubs and ground covers 
to create a low water, low  
cost permanent landscape   



Consider year-round effect, and remember, 
green is a color, too! 



Select plants with seasonal 
 color from flowers and fruit, 
and varying shades of green 

Salvia ‘Mrs. Beard’ 

Arctostaphylos ‘John Dourley’ 



Combine California natives and other 
Mediterranean climate plants  



Use pervious hardscape to replace lawn or 
impervious surfaces and protect water quality. 



Design Resources  

 

• www.californianativeplants.com 

• www.sunset.com/plantfinder 

• California Native Plants for the Garden 
 Bornstein, Fross and O’Brien 

• Reimagining the California Lawn 

 Bornstein, Fross and O’Brien 



Planning + Preparation= Success 



But we can’t take out the lawn…. 

• We have kids and dogs 

• My neighbors will hate me 

• My property value will plummet 



Kids✓ 



Wildlife needed here. 

Dogs ✓ 
Neighbors ✓ 
Property value ✓ 



• Save water and money 

• Reduce maintenance costs 

• Improve local water  

            quality and air quality 

• Create a distinctive and  

            beautiful landscape 

 

So Long, Lawn 

Thank You 



www.CaliforniaNativePlants.com 



 


