
The Facts About
Lawn Chemicals

What Can
You Do?

When using lawn chemicals, become familiar
with a product’s toxicity and potential environ-
mental impact. The following are some of the
health risks that lawn chemicals pose to
humans, pets, wildlife and aquatic organisms.

The use of lawn chemicals accounts for the
majority of wildlife poisonings reported to the
Environmental Protection Agency.

Lawn chemicals can be absorbed through the
skin, swallowed or inhaled. During application,
lawn chemicals can drift and settle on ponds,
laundry, toys, pools and furniture.

Even pets are at risk — studies show that the
rates of lymphoma in pets of pesticide users
are significantly higher than occurences in the
pets of non-chemical users.

Several types of cancer, immuno-response
deficiencies, neurological diseases, and birth
defects have been associated with exposure to
lawn chemicals. By releasing chemical toxins
into the environment, air and water quality
suffer, ultimately causing health problems.

Lawn chemicals are the fertilizers, herbicides
and insecticides used in lawn and garden care.
When lawn chemicals are applied improperly,
they can run off into streams, harming fish
and other animals and contaminating our
drinking water.

Overapplication of any lawn chemical can
result in runoff that carries toxic levels of
chemicals or excessive nutrients into lakes,
streams and groundwater.

Fertilizers usually contain nitrogen,
phosphorous and potassium (potash).
Nitrogen is an important lawn nutrient, but
it can contaminate groundwater with nitrates.
Phosphorous can promote excess weed growth
in lakes and ponds and contaminate ground-
water, while the chloride that is often
combined with potassium in potash is
also harmful.

Some lawn chemicals threaten native flowers
and grasses by harming beneficial insects that
safely control weeds and unwanted insects.

What’s the
Problem?

When lawn chemicals runWhen lawn chemicals runWhen lawn chemicals runWhen lawn chemicals runWhen lawn chemicals run
off into lakes and streams,off into lakes and streams,off into lakes and streams,off into lakes and streams,off into lakes and streams,
insects and fish are harmedinsects and fish are harmedinsects and fish are harmedinsects and fish are harmedinsects and fish are harmed
or killed, causing disruptionor killed, causing disruptionor killed, causing disruptionor killed, causing disruptionor killed, causing disruption
to the entire food chain.to the entire food chain.to the entire food chain.to the entire food chain.to the entire food chain.

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f U
SD

A
 N

RC
S

Good neighbors care
about clean water

Good neighbors care
about clean water

Fortunately, there are some things that you
can do to lessen the effect lawn chemicals
have on water quality:

Read labels on lawn chemicals carefully and
always apply products sparingly.

Try using compost or
organic lawn chemical
alternatives. Compo-
sting creates an
organic, slow-release
fertilizer and soil-
enhancing material.

Landscape with native
plants, grasses and
flower species whenever possible. A natural
lawn reduces or eliminates the need for lawn
chemicals.

Use caution on slopes and lawn edges so
fertilizer will not wash into nearby storm
sewers or waterways.

Allow proper drying time for liquid
chemicals, and never use lawn chemicals
before a heavy rainfall is expected.

Test the soil for nutrient deficiencies before
using lawn chemicals.

Contact your county extension service for
more information on lawn chemical use.
Extension phone numbers can be found at
www.marc.org/water.


