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Turf Care Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Every year, Central Park Conservancy receives hundreds of requests from all over the world to share what we have 
learned through our experience managing and restoring Central Park.  In 2013, the Conservancy launched the Institute 
for Urban Parks, our educational arm, in part to address this interest in our work. The Institute teaches park users and 
managers to care for urban parks everywhere.

As one of two centers that make up the Institute, the Center for Urban Park Management shares the Conservancy’s 
expertise with current and aspiring park professionals to elevate the urban park management profession. 

This Turf Care Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) is part of a series of resources intended to be useful tools for park 
managers. With the understanding that acreage, use, site conditions, budgets, staff, and volunteer capacity will vary 
from park to park, these FAQs present a broad overview of what the Conservancy does and the principles that guide 
our practices today. For a more comprehensive review of turf care in Central Park, please refer to the Central Park 
Conservancy Institute for Urban Parks—Turf Care Handbook.

Overview
There are more than 300 acres of lawn in Central Park. That’s a lot of grass to maintain — and with over 42 million visits 
each year to the Park, a lot of wear and tear to manage. To keep the Park’s turf healthy, beautiful, and available for 
use, Central Park Conservancy developed a set of fundamental turf care practices — mowing, irrigation, fertilization, 
aeration, restoration, and integrated pest management (or IPM, which builds on all of these practices) — adapted to 
urban park conditions. By prioritizing turf care and managing lawn access, and with thorough planning and regular 
monitoring, the Conservancy makes the most effective use of these practices.

Turf Care  
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Sheep Meadow.
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How does the Conservancy maintain so much turf? Do some lawns get more intensive care than others?
To make the best use of finite resources, the Conservancy prioritizes the care of turf that is heavily used, highly visible, 
and historically significant. The following categories guide the amount of maintenance a lawn receives:

A LAWNS (65 acres): The most heavily used athletic fields and lawns (including those where special events are 
held) are automatically irrigated and have a routine maintenance schedule, including twice-weekly mowing, monthly 
fertilization and aeration, frequent monitoring and IPM practices, and annual fall restoration. 

B LAWNS (37 acres): These are prominent landscapes that receive significant maintenance, but have a slightly higher 
threshold for turf loss than “A Lawns.” They are irrigated either automatically or manually, mowed weekly, regularly fertilized 
and aerated, and managed through IPM when needed to prevent weeds from taking over or to avoid losing too much grass. 

C LAWNS (69 acres): This category covers turf adjacent to natural or cultural features where grass is a secondary 
aspect of the landscape. Staff irrigates these landscapes to prevent excessive turf loss, and mows and manages  
them as needed. 

D LAWNS (162 acres): These are lawns that receive relatively light use or are allowed to absorb heavier use  
diverted from nearby manicured spaces. (This category also includes densely shaded areas where the  
Conservancy uses mulch instead of trying to grow grass.) Staff mows “D Lawns” as needed, but provides  
minimal irrigation and fertilization. 

Planning for Turf Care in Central Park

C LAWN Cherry Hill.

B LAWN The lawn between Sheep Meadow and the Terrace Drive.

D LAWN The landscape between West 86th Street and West 90th Street.

A LAWN Heckscher Ballfields.



What does the Conservancy’s annual turf management plan involve?
In late fall, the Director of Horticulture, who oversees horticultural crews that work Parkwide rather than in zones, and 
the Turf Care Manager create a plan for routine turf maintenance for the upcoming growing season. They coordinate 
with the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (NYC Parks) Permits Office for athletic field use and 
special events, and take into consideration regular operating hours and lawn closures. The plan includes monthly 
procedures for “A” and “B Lawns” (such as fertilization and aeration), preparation for and remediation following special 
events, and fall restorations and renovations. 

The Great Lawn.

The Great Lawn and Sheep Meadow receive over 5 million and 3 million visits per year, respectively.
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Implementing Central Park Conservancy’s  
Turf Care Principles

How often do you mow?
Mowing frequency is tied to a lawn’s classification. The Conservancy mows the most heavily used and visible lawns 
and athletic fields (“A Lawns”) twice a week, other prominent lawns (“B Lawns”) once a week, and the rest (“C” and  
“D Lawns”) as needed. Mowing schedules accommodate special events and general use of lawns, and are adjusted 
based on the following guidelines: 

• Mow frequently in the spring and summer while grass is growing quickly to promote density and lateral growth.

• Mow often enough to maintain the recommended height for public use (3 inches is most common in Central 
Park), while not cutting more than a third of the total shoot length. Cutting grass blades too short (scalping) 
severs the actively growing part of the plant.

• Mow less frequently during periods of drought and when turf is not actively growing.

• Do not mow when the grass is too wet (visible puddles on the lawn, thick clumps of grass clippings). 

• Schedule mowing during closed hours (“A” and “B Lawns”) or when public use is low (“C” and “D Lawns”).

How much do you water Central Park’s lawns?
Many grass species can survive hot, dry summers without watering by going dormant, but Central Park lawns and 
athletic fields that endure heavy use need regular irrigation so the grass can keep growing and recover from extensive 
wear and tear.  

However, too much water can be just as bad as too little. Overwatering makes turf susceptible to compaction and 
fungal infestations, discourages grass from rooting deeply — making it less tolerant of foot traffic — and wastes water. 

In determining how much and when to water a particular lawn, the Conservancy takes into account the following: 

• Physical variables of a site (soil texture, drainage, topography, turf cultivars, root depth, and extent of public use)

• Weather conditions (seasonal changes, temperature fluctuations, humidity, and amount of precipitation)

• Turf conditions (appearance and soil moisture)  

Automatic irrigation in Sheep Meadow.Mowing the Great Lawn.



How much fertilizer do Park lawns need?
On heavily used lawns, regular fertilization keeps grass growing fast enough to recover from daily wear and tear. 
Fertilizer provides nitrogen and other nutrients that turf needs to develop a good root system, grow consistently, 
stay thick and green, and resist disease and other stresses. However, over-fertilizing can be as bad as overwatering: 
the goal is to make sure the grass grows actively, but not so quickly that staff can’t keep up with mowing. Too much 
fertilizer can also cause fungal pathogens to flourish. 

The Conservancy schedules fertilization of “A Lawns” every four to six weeks throughout the growing season, 
adjusting the timing, type, and amount of fertilizer used based on soil tests and visual observations. “B Lawns” are 
tested annually, and are fertilized in spring and fall, with additional applications as needed. “C” and “D Lawns” receive 
fertilizer only if a renovation is scheduled. These lawns usually have thinner turf cover and a high percentage of 
weeds, so fertilizing without renovating or overseeding will not improve their condition. 

What types of fertilizer does the Conservancy apply on turf?
The Conservancy primarily uses granular, organic-based fertilizers, which are broken down by soil microbes into 
nitrogen and other nutrients plants can use. These slow-acting fertilizers nurture a microbial ecosystem that boosts 
soil fertility, and they do not intensify the spring growth surge and make the grass grow too fast. 

To maintain consistent but not excessive growth on heavily used “A Lawns,” the Conservancy applies liquid fertilizers. 
Composed of water-soluble urea and methylene urea, liquid fertilizers can be applied in more precise quantities. 
However, they are often more expensive than granular fertilizers and used more judiciously as a result. 

Occasionally, the Conservancy supplements organic-based fertilizers with synthetic fertilizers, which are more 
rapidly absorbed, particularly in cool weather when soil microbes may be less active. The Conservancy also uses 
biostimulants — compost tea or liquid concentrates derived from plants, seaweed, and weathered humus — which 
contain compounds and beneficial microorganisms that encourage plant growth. 

The Conservancy only uses products containing phosphorus as starter fertilizers for a lawn’s first growing season, 
when a lawn has a higher demand for phosphorus with a less developed root system for absorbing it. The New York 
State Dishwasher Detergent and Nutrient Runoff Law, Article 17, Title 21, prohibits the use of fertilizers that contain 
phosphorus on lawns except when a new lawn is being established, or when a soil test has indicated a need for 
additional phosphorus.

“A Lawns” are fertilized with a PTO driven pendulum spreader.
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Fertilizing using a rotary spreader.



How important is it to aerate Park lawns? 
Aeration — the process of cultivating and creating spaces in the soil by mechanical means — alleviates soil compaction. 
It is one of the most important methods the Conservancy uses to keep turf healthy despite intensive use. 

Aeration allows air, water, and fertilizer to infiltrate the soil and encourages beneficial microorganisms. Roots grow 
more deeply and absorb nutrients and water, resulting in more vigorous turf. Aeration also breaks up thatch, the mat 
of dried stems and roots at the soil level. A thatch layer thicker than one inch prevents good root development and 
healthy growth. 

How does the Conservancy control disease, insects, and weeds in turf? 
Following an integrated pest management approach, the Conservancy aims to produce healthy turf with the  
least amount of water, fertilizer, and pesticides. Rather than trying to eliminate insects, disease, and weeds,  
the Conservancy’s strategy aims to keep them at tolerable levels. This approach relies on building good soils,  
using pest-resistant grass varieties, routinely following proper cultural methods, and monitoring and testing the  
soil for pathogens. 

In keeping with its system of prioritizing care based on the amount of use a lawn receives, as a general rule the 
Conservancy implements pest control practices on “A Lawns,” especially athletic fields that require even playing 
surfaces. In compliance with all applicable local and state regulations and with public safety as a guiding principle,  
the Conservancy closes lawns and posts public notification of pesticide applications. 

What are the basic steps for restoring a lawn?
The basic steps in restoring a lawn are aeration, dethatching, topdressing, and reseeding. Aeration and dethatching 
create space in the soil for air, water, and fertilizer to penetrate and break up the thatch layer. Topdressing adds sand 
and soil amendments to lawns prior to reseeding  — the process of spreading grass seed into soil or existing turf. After 
restoration, lawns are closed for the winter. The Conservancy restores all “A Lawns” every fall and “B Lawns” on a 
rotating basis. Carrying out this set of practices maintains healthy root development and growth, repairs damage, and 
improves overall turf quality and vigor. Restoration can also be used to incorporate new grass cultivars.

Turf Care FAQ

A deep tine aerator and a rotary decompactor create space in the soil      
  and break up the thatch layer.

Aerating with a vibratory solid tine aerator.
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What kind of seed do you use?
The Conservancy uses four blends of disease-resistant, drought-tolerant grass cultivars, rotating in new cultivars 
with desirable qualities as they become available on the market. The seed mix used for a particular lawn depends on 
how shady or sunny it is, how quickly it drains, and what type of use it receives.

• Bluegrass 80/20 (80% Kentucky Bluegrass and 20% Perennial Ryegrass): Sunny, intensively used “A Lawns” 

• Shade Mix (45% Fine Fescue, 30% Tall Fescue, 15% Kentucky Bluegrass and 10% Perennial Ryegrass): 
Locations with low amounts of sunlight

• Tall Fescue  (85% Tall Fescue and 15% Kentucky Bluegrass): Lower maintenance locations,  
both sunny and shady

• Tri Ryegrass (100% Perennial Ryegrass): Moderate-maintenance grass used in  
all types of Park lawns that creates a quick cover for actively used turf

What time of year is optimal for seeding turf?
Fall is the optimal time to seed the cool-season grasses suited to the climate zone in which Central Park is situated. 
If necessary, seed may be planted in the spring, but fast-growing weeds can crowd out new grass. Throughout the 
growing season, Conservancy staff may overseed areas where grass has thinned during a large event, or spot seed 
athletic fields. 

What turf care measures do you take in the winter?
In the late fall or early winter, the Turf Care Manager and the Director of Horticulture develop a comprehensive turf 
management plan for the coming year, coordinating with NYC Parks Permits Office for athletic fields and special 
events. Staff performs equipment maintenance, such as tuning up motors, sharpening mower blades, and replacing 
aerator tines, so everything will be ready for immediate use in the spring. The year-round process of reviewing and 
ordering seeds, fertilizer, and new equipment also continues.  

Overseeding the Great Lawn. Topdressing.
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How do you manage public use of Park lawns? 
To minimize damage to the lawns, the Conservancy manages public access to lawns with 
perimeter fencing, regular open and close hours, and signs that explain the rules and 
regulations and the types of activities permitted. Red flags notify visitors that lawns are 
temporarily closed for maintenance or for inclement weather. Staff informs Park visitors 
about lawn closures for inclement weather or turf maintenance and educates the public 
about Park rules and regulations. Permits are required for use of lawns by groups of 20  
or larger. A hotline provides the public with daily information on the openings and closings 
of athletic fields. 

The same lawn classification system that dictates maintenance levels also determines the 
extent to which public access is managed. “A Lawns,” including athletic fields, open from 
11:00 am until dusk on weekdays; on weekends, athletic fields open at 8:00 am. Many “B 
Lawns” open at 9:00 am and close at dusk. “A” and “B Lawns” remain closed when the turf 
is wet. In winter, the Conservancy closes lawns that are fenced, but opens major lawns 
and athletic fields for winter recreation when there is six inches or more of snow cover. 

How do you communicate with the public?
The Conservancy uses signs to inform visitors about the use and care of lawns. Signs indicate the name of the lawn, 
the hours it is open, and what activities are prohibited. When a lawn is closed for renovation or restoration, the 
Conservancy posts a sign that explains the type of work being performed. For temporary closures due to maintenance 
or weather, Conservancy staff places red flags on fences and the lawn. Lawn signage includes an explanation of the 
meaning of the flags.

Turf Care FAQ

Managing Public Use

The Red Flag System indicates to the public that a lawn is closed. Staff informs Park visitors about turf conditions.
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If you have additional questions, please contact the Institute for Urban Parks at  
centralparknyc.org/institute  |   institute@centralparknyc.org   |    @cpcinstitute   |   212.310.6678

The Conservancy is also grateful to the Charina Endowment Fund for their support of the Park-to-Park Program  

more broadly. 

How does the Conservancy mitigate turf damage from large events? 
The Conservancy uses a combination of strategies that starts with ensuring the health of the turf itself: renovation 
of major lawns to facilitate drainage and promote resilient turf and implementation of seasonal management plans for 
intensive maintenance and restoration of heavily used turf. 

NYC Parks (through an approved plan submitted by the event producers that sign a contract with NYC Parks) keeps 
the number and size of events at a level the turf can withstand. Many large events take place on paved surfaces when 
possible. NYC Parks and the Conservancy review the plan provided by the event producer to minimize turf damage. 
Conservancy staff and the event producer handle load-in and load-out using portable flooring and vehicles with 
special tires. After an event, staff remediates any damage by aerating, reseeding, or laying new sod and, if necessary, 
closing the lawn for a period of time while it recovers. The event producer that signs the event contract with NYC 
Parks is responsible for paying for any damage caused by the event.

The Conservancy uses turf equipment for event setup on the Great Lawn to protect the grass from damage.


