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Introduction
It’s time to reinvent the suburban lawn. By planting native species, remov-
ing invasive plants, and adopting “bay-friendly” lawn care practices, we 
can begin to restore our waters. Let’s remake Long Island, return it to what 
it was, and is meant to be. That needs to be our legacy, our gift to our 
children and theirs.

Together we can restore our island and its waterways, and that can all 
start with converting our artificial lawns into natural yards. Native plants 
and trees filter our groundwater, cleaning it before it hits our creeks, our 
bays, and our water supply.

About us:

Join a Village Chapter
 �Amityville

 �Babylon 

 �Bayshore 

 �Oakdale

 �Sayville 

 �Bayport 

 �Blue Point 

Creating  
your  
Bay 
Friendly 
Yard

Save The Great South Bay Inc. is a 501(c)3 Non-Profit dedicated to the revitalization of  
The Great South Bay.  We are from The South Shore, past and present, baymen, fishermen, 
boaters, paddleboarders, surfers, sailors, local environmentalists, civic associations, schools, 
scientists, all working together. Learn more at: www.SaveTheGreatSouthBay.org.
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Getting Started
Here are the steps you can take to help build a natural and sustainable future for Long Island:

1) Plant Native Plants. 
They not only filter, but also mitigate 
flooding, stabilize the soil, build soil 
depth, and retain damaging nutrients 
such as nitrogen and phosphorus which 
otherwise would flow into our waters, 
feeding algal blooms.

2) Planning ahead: make a moisture map of your yard.  
How wet is your yard? From that you will know what species to plant. “Wetness” may 
mean actual wetlands, permanent standing water, “squishy” patches of lawn, or 
seasonally inundated portions of your yard.   

Look for subtle cues. Where in your yard does the grass have a hard time growing?  
Here is a helpful reference doc from the USDA that can help you identify “hydric” 
soils, that is, soils that develop when they are at times saturated or submerged each 
year. They can be sandy, or “clayey” or loamy, which is a mixture of sand, clay and 
organic material.

Plants grow along a continuum of conditions, from wetland obligate to upland 
plants that thrive in drier conditions. Facultative plants are those which can grow 
in wet or dry conditions.  When in doubt, go with facultative as they’re adapted to 
thrive in most conditions.  

What native plants are appropriate for your yard, given the degree of wetness in a 
given location?  Look up the wetland indicator status of plants here.

Photo: Mike Busch, Great South Bay Images

Look for pooling water on rainy days or after wa-
tering to identify areas for moisture loving plants. 

Stressed grass that is turning yellow can be the 
result of soil compaction associated with ponding 
water.  Areas that are excessively “wet” in the 
spring can cause relative “dryness” in the summer. 

.  https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs142p2_053171.pdf 
https://plants.usda.gov/java/nameSearch
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Getting Started continued
Here are the steps you can take to help build a natural and sustainable future for Long Island:

Planning Ahead: Is My Yard Shady or Sunny?    
Make a quick sketch of your yard. Nothing fancy, just block out where you home sits 
on your lot and rough out the location of large trees, flower beds, and patio areas. 
Then take a few days and note how much sun a given area gets during a late spring 
day. Now add the spots where that are wet or dry and, presto, you have the begin-
nings of a landscaping plan.

Planting for the plan 

Your simple landscape map will help you chose the native plants that will thrive in 
your yard, reduce your water use, and of course, help to heal the bay.

Keep in mind that most of the plants you’ll find at big box or ‘home improvement’ 
stores are often non-native nursery specimens that are not adapted to local condi-
tions.  They are also sun-lovers that need many hours a day of full light during the 
summer to flourish.  Shade tolerant plants can be a little more challenging to find.  
Look for a local nursery to find shade loving native species.  Most shade loving plants 
can tolerate full light.    

If you’re investing in larger specimens, check out the USDA database of native plants 
for their growing patterns, light and moisture preferences. 

Shade tolerant plants for the Northeast include Wintergreen, Cinnamon Fern, Cardi-
nal Flower (Red & Blue), American Holly, Gray Dogwood, Buttonbush, Swamp Rose, 
Pussywillow, Flowering Dogwood, Persimmon, American Beech, and Blackgum. 
Shade intolerants would include Bayberry, Lowbush Blueberry, Blackhaw Viburnum, 
Inkberry, Pitch Pine, Sweetgum, and Black Willow.

Improve privacy the green way. 
Plantings taller species on the perimeter of your yard, can create a “green fence” so 
that you can have a more private yard. For privacy screens, consider native ever-
greens, such as American Holly or Atlantic White Cedar. Be sure to check the max 
height of your plants to ensure that your trees will not interfere with power lines or 
other overhead obstacles.    

Also, call before you dig! In NY, by calling 811 you can have the utility companies 
identify gas, cable, and water lines so that you do not run into any unforeseen infra-
structure. Similarly, beware of below-ground septic systems

Planting to reduce drainage and stormwater runoff issues. 
If parts of your yard frequently get “washed out” or flooded after a heavy rainfall, re-
medial planting can help. Consider “facultative” or flood tolerant trees for areas that 
are prone to heavy runoff or flooding. These species form dense mats of roots such 
as American Beech and Black Willow.

Cinnamon Fern

Swamp Rose

Sweetgum Tree

Bayberry Bush

https://plants.sc.egov.usda.gov/java/
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How your plantings can help heal the bay, and the earth

Canopy 
Tree leaves “breathe” through pores called stomata (i.e., transpiration). 

This biological process results in subsurface flows of groundwater--much 
like drinking through a straw. Due to this water moving through the tree, 
the water table is effectively lowered and storm water runoff is buffered. 

Additionally, the canopy reduces erosion by lessening the impact of 
raindrops on the soils

Shrub and Herbaceous Layers 
Shrubs and ground cover work together with trees to 
keep the trees’ roots anchored, to help reduce storm 
water and to decrease nutrient pollution.

Soil Microbial Matter
As part of the nitrogen cycle, soil microbial matter (i.e. 
bacteria) helps to remove nitrogen by converting soil 
nitrogen (NO3-) to nitrogen gas (N2). 

Leaf Litter
Much like the leaves on a tree, leaf litter reduc-
es the impact of rainwater on soil, helping to 
impede erosive forces. Additionally, leaf litter 
adds a layer that builds soil depth (i.e., vertical 
soil accretion), and contributes minerals to the 
soil (e.g. calcium) which helps to breakdown 
the nitrogen from the soil column. 

Roots
Root growth helps to stabilize the soil, the tree, 

and surrounding trees. The roots act like thick rope 
knotting together with other tree’s roots, helping 

each other stay strong and upright. Roots also in-
crease soil porosity and decrease soil bulk density, 

thereby making the soil more like a sponge

Plant Tissue 
Over time, plant tissue brings in and 
incorporates nutrients, such as nitrogen and 
phosphorus, which otherwise would runoff 
into freshwater and saltwater ecosystems (i.e. 
rivers and lakes, and oceans and bays). This 
process keeps the quality of the water high-- 
making it safe to drink or swim in.
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Bay Friendly Lawn Care
Next time you’re driving through your neighborhood, try to imagine lawns that you see as an  
impermeable surface such as concrete because from an ecological standpoint, lawns effectively are concrete  
– particularly in the winter. Much of the storm water that lands on a lawn ends up running off into storm 
drains, taking with it fertilizers and other chemicals ultimately discharging into surface waters such  
as The Great South Bay.

Leave The Leaves. 
Leave the leaves! Leaves are habitat for 
salamanders, invertebrates such as but-
terflies, and turtles (etc.). Leaves help to 
build the soil aggregate, provide a phys-
ical buffer to reduce the erosive forces 
of rainfall, and contribute to ecological 
processes that turn helps to return nitro-
gen into the atmosphere. This is clearly 
not a “one size fits all” recommendation, 
but in certain locations, one can pile the 
majority of the leaves into a portion of 
the yard. Most of the leaves that are not 
cleaned up in the fall will degrade by 
spring time, leaving the remaining grass 
healthier in the process.

Not to “mulch” to ask. 
Rather than rake up those fall pow-
erhouses of plant nutrition, another 
option is to simply mow the leaves using 
a mulching mower. Mulched leaf litter 
will help feed the lawn in a healthy and 
non-destructive manner. Taking a cou-
ple of passes with your mulching mower 
will speed the breakdown of the plant 
material into the soil of your yard.

Return The Natives! 

If you need to replant anywhere, seek 
native plants rather than non-natives. 
You are rebuilding habitat and biome.

Alternatives to Grass 
Where the foot traffic is light, go native 
and plant Red Fescue or Pennsylvania 
Sedge instead. We are otherwise trying 
to keep Kentucky Bluegrass alive and 
hearty here. How foolish is that?

Rain Barrels
All that water running off your roof can 
be put to ecological use. No need for 
sprinkler systems, not with what you 
have freely available. That’s also less 
water running off your property,  
contributing to... runoff. This is green 
infrastructure.

Research has demonstrated that lawns are lifeless as compared to native habitat. 
Thus, it is our recommendation to return your lawn to semi-natural habitat to the 
maximum extent practical. That said, we understand that homeowners may wish to 
keep a portion of their lawn to barbeque, play catch, and for aesthetics. Fortunately, 
there are a number of tips for maintaining a lawn within a Bay Friendly Yard:
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Storm water runoff, the forgotten problem
It is clear that we are getting more frequent, heavy downpours on Long Island. These torrents of storm 
water bring with them nutrient pollution and other pollutants such as metals and petroleum products.

Your “Bay Friendly Yard,” coupled with those of your neighbors, will help to reduce 
the volume of stormwater and the rate of discharge. Native plants do this by creating 
spongier soil (i.e, increasing soil porosity), actively lowering the water table through 
ecological processes, and by absorbing nutrients. Moreover, retention of storm water 
on-site will help to reduce incidents of septic system overflows, furthering enhancing 
the health of the bay.   

What you do in your yard matters for the water quality of the bay, and of the local 
streams, creeks and ponds. Save The Great South Bay emphasizes that the bay’s 
health depends on the health of the mainland. Bay Friendly Yards are part of the 
solution. They point the way to our future, by restoring our environmental past.

 

Need more help in creating your  

Bay Friendly Yard?     

Email us at: 

bayfriendlyyards@savethegreatsouthbay.org 

and we will schedule a consult with you and 

one of our planting specialists.


