Managing your lawn in summer
heat

University of Nebraska–Lincoln Turfgrass Science Program | turf.unl.edu

High summer heat can spell trouble for our cool-season lawn grasses. These species,
including Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis) and turf-type tall fescue (Festuca
arundinacea), are best adapted to air temperatures between 60-75°F. Warm-season
grasses, such as buffalograss (Bouteloua dactyloides) and zoysiagrass (Zoysia spp.), are
better adapted to the hot and dry summer weather. These different types of grass need to
be managed differently during summer heat stress.
Why are cool and warm-season grasses
different?

Cool-season species will show symptoms of drought
well before warm-season species.

Cool-season grasses are originally from cooltemperate regions of Europe. Kentucky bluegrass
is not originally from Kentucky. It was brought
to North America by the settlers. Zoysiagrasses
originate from eastern Asia. Buffalograss is the
only lawn grass species from North America, and
it is native to the Great Plains, including Nebraska.

Just like people, plants have a hard time cooling
when the humidity is high. Resist the urge to irrigate
more when the heat index is high. Other factors
besides temperature affect water use. Some of the
highest water use days occur in early to mid-June
when the days are long, humidity is low, and the
sun is bright.

Cool-season species are most efficient at producing
sugar at lower temperatures, while warm-season
species are most efficient at producing sugar
during warmer weather. The cool-season species
are much less efficient at making sugar when it is
hot. These species also use more water than warmseason species to maximize sugar production and
stay cool when it is hot outside.

All irrigation should occur in early morning. Air
temperature is usually coolest before sunrise.
Afternoon or early evening irrigation locks heat in
the soil. This puts tremendous stress on the roots.
Late day applications of irrigation also promote
disease like brown patch in tall fescue.

How should these grasses be watered during
intense heat?
It is best to water all lawn grasses deeply and
infrequently. This promotes deep rooting, reduces
growth rate/mowing, and conserves sugars. Irrigate
when there are visible symptoms of drought; pale
blue-green color, footprints linger, firm soil surface.

Finally, do not attempt to cool the turf with light
applications of irrigation throughout the day. Not
only does this promote disease and weed outbreaks,
but it has no significant impact on the temperature
of the canopy.
Does my lawn need fertilizer in the summer?
Warm-season species can benefit from nitrogen
fertilization during early and middle summer.

Figure 1. It is best to water all lawn
grasses deeply and infrequently.
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These species thrive during high temperatures.
Nitrogen fertilization will help encourage density,
regrowth, and build sugar reserves going into fall.
Cool-season grasses may benefit from some
nitrogen fertilization during summer. Newer lawns
typically have limited nitrogen stored in the soil.
As a result, these cool-season lawns typically
turn yellow during the summer. A slow-release or
organic nitrogen fertilizer application in summer
can be very beneficial. Quick-release fertilizers can
burn the turf and promote disease when applied
in mid-summer. Older lawns typically have enough
stored soil nitrogen that mid-summer fertilization
is not usually required. Use your eyes to assess
the need for nitrogen. If the stand is yellow and
slow growing, nitrogen, and not more irrigation, is
usually required.
How should I mow during summer?
High heat and humidity can make summer mowing
an unpleasant chore. Don’t get behind in mowing
because scalping can actually stimulate extra
growth. This starts a perpetual cycle of rapid growth
followed by scalping, and it leads to reduced turf
health and weeds. Reducing irrigation frequency
will help reduce mowing requirements. Mowing

taller will also reduce mowing requirements,
reduce weed invasion, and help cool the turf. Never
remove more than one-third of the grass leaf at one
mowing.
What about pest control during summer?
It is important to properly identify a pest before
choosing a control strategy. If you’re unsure, reach
out to your county extension office or a certified
lawn care company to get a correct diagnosis and
control strategy.
Summary
During summer, fall back on cultural practices to
promote plant health and cooling. Avoid excessive
irrigation, fertilizer only if the turf looks yellow (not
because it has disease) and keep up with mowing.
Following these recommendations will minimize
pest outbreaks and put you on path towards a
great summer lawn.
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Figure 2. Cool-season species will
show symptoms of drought well
before warm-season species.
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