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Prioritize Your Septic System This Spring
By Michele Wunderlich, Cayuga County Department of Planning and Economic Development and
Ani Fish, Cayuga County Health Department

After this long hard winter, spring is the perfect time to take a look at the health of your septic system.
Winter weather with its freezing, thawing and additional strain from snowmelt or rain can cause issues
like frozen pipes, increased water intrusion and even structural damage. By conducting a spring inspection
of your septic system, you can promptly identify and address any damage that may have occurred over
the winter.

Spring often brings thawing ground, and this is a good time to check for any problems in the drain field,
like sogginess or standing water, which can indicate system failure. Regular maintenance, such as pumping
your septic system every three to five years, can help prevent major issues from arising, which can lead
to expensive repairs. Therefore, taking care of your system now can save you money down the road. Also,
if a septic system is neglected, it can leak harmful waste into the surrounding environment, affecting your
health and local water sources. Spring maintenance can help you avoid contamination and health risks.

Septic systems work best when they are regularly maintained.
Cayuga County has a mandatory septic system inspection
program, with the Cayuga County Health Department
overseeing design, installation, and inspection, including
mandatory inspections for property transfers and routine
inspections. Spring is a great time to inspect and pump your
tank, ensuring it's in top working condition for the upcoming
months of heavier water usage in the warmer weather. For
more information on the County’s program, visit S

https://www.cayugacounty.us/677/Septic-System-Installation-Inspection.

Funding may be available from the New York State Septic System Replacement Fund Program
(https://efc.ny.gov/septic-replacement) for certain lakefront and stream front property owners to replace
their cesspools and septic systems that may be negatively impacting the water quality of designated
waterbodies. This program provides funds to Cayuga County which can then provide grants to reimburse
property owners for up to 50% of the costs (up to a maximum of $10,000) of eligible septic system
projects. For more information about this program, please contact the Cayuga County Health Department
at 315-253-1405. An application form is available at https://cayugacounty.us/septicreplacement.

By staying on top of septic system care, you help ensure your system works efficiently and avoids major
issues throughout the year. It can also make a big difference in protecting local water quality.


https://www.cayugacounty.us/677/Septic-System-Installation-Inspection
https://efc.ny.gov/septic-replacement
https://cayugacounty.us/septicreplacement

Soil Sampling for Lawns and Gardens
By Frank Clarke — Ag and Horticulture Program Lead, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Cayuga County

A key step toward maintaining healthy lawns and gardens is soil testing. Soil sampling can be done at any
time of the year, but spring and fall are the most common periods. The most important factor is
consistency—sampling should be conducted at the same time of year for each testing cycle. It is generally
recommended to test soil every three years.

Why Test Your Soil?

Soil testing through a certified laboratory provides significantly
more accurate results than store-bought home kits, often at a
comparable cost. Lab analysis goes beyond basic nitrogen (N),
phosphorus (P), and potassium (K) levels. It also measures organic
matter content, secondary macronutrients, pH, buffer pH, and
micronutrients—all essential for plant health. Additionally, lab
results typically include fertilizer recommendations, if needed.

It is important to note that most soil tests do not report nitrogen
levels, as nitrogen availability fluctuates due to climate, chemical,
and biological factors. However, labs often provide nitrogen
recommendations based on the crops or plants you plan to grow. If
you need further guidance, you can request that results be sent to
your local extension office for additional interpretation and
recommendations. Contact your extension office for a list of
certified soil testing labs in your area.

The Benefits of Soil Testing

Plants require 18 essential nutrients for healthy growth. An up-to-date soil analysis allows for precise
fertilizer applications, ensuring that only the necessary nutrients are added. In some cases, testing may
reveal that your soil already has adequate nutrients, eliminating the need for fertilizer altogether.

Without a soil test, fertilization becomes guesswork. Overapplying nutrients wastes money and can
contribute to nutrient pollution. On the other hand, underapplying nutrients can result in weak or stunted
plant growth. Soil testing helps prevent both issues by providing accurate nutrient recommendations.



How to Collect a Soil Sample
Collecting a soil sample is straightforward, but following proper procedures ensures accurate results. To
obtain a representative sample:

1. Select the Sampling Depth
e Forlawns: Sample to a depth of 4 inches.
e For gardens and planting beds: Sample to a depth of 4 to 6 inches.

Gather Multiple Subsamples
Take around 10 or more subsamples from different locations within the sampling area.
e  Mix the subsamples to create a composite sample.

Use Proper Tools
e Asoil probe (Figure 1) is the best tool for sampling.
e If a probe is unavailable, use a clean trowel:
o Dig a hole to the appropriate depth.
o Slice a vertical section of soil from the side of the hole.
o Place the soil into a clean container (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Taking a 6-inch Figure 2. Using the
sample with a soil trowel method to take a
probe. sail slice

Figure 3. Example of a soil sampling pattern on a lawn and garden.
The red “X” represents points where samples are taken.

Delineate Sampling Areas

e Different areas should be sampled separately (e.g., front yard, backyard, flower beds, vegetable
gardens).

e Follow a sampling pattern, such as an “M” or “W” shape, to ensure even coverage (Figure 3).

Prepare the Sample for Submission
Mix the collected soil thoroughly in a container.
e Transfer about one cup of soil into a sample bag.
e If the soil is too wet, allow it to air dry before packaging.
e Check with the testing lab for any specific sample preparation instructions.



Where to Get More Information

For more details on soil sampling and analysis, contact your local Cornell Cooperative Extension office.
They can provide guidance on certified labs and help interpret results.

Phone: 315-255-1183 ext. 103
Email: fc357@cornell.edu
Website: http://www.CCECayuga.org

Resources Available from Cornell Cooperative Extension of Cayuga County
Ron Kuck, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Cayuga County
Frank Clarke, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Cayuga County

The Homeowners Lawn Care Water Quality Almanac is available online and provides a month-by-month
plan for lawn care that results in a healthy lawn while preventing environmental damage. You can find it
at https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/68.

If you need to analyze your soil, you can get packages to do so by contacting Cornell Cooperative Extension
of Cayuga County at 315-255-1183. Available Packages through Dairy One Soil Laboratory include
(https://dairyone.com/services/soil-laboratory/soil-analysis/packages/):

e (833E) PrePlant $16.00: pH, buffer pH (lime requirement), organic matter, Modified Morgan
phosphorus, potassium, calcium, magnesium, aluminum, iron, zinc, and manganese.

e (833M) Maintenance $16.00: pH, buffer pH (lime requirement), organic matter, Modified Morgan
phosphorus, potassium, calcium, magnesium, aluminum, iron, zinc, and manganese.

e (834E) PrePlant Troubleshooting $22.00: 833 Package plus soluble salts. This troubleshooting test
should be used to determine if poor plant growth may be related to high salt concentrations in
the soil due to over fertilization or road salting practices.

e (834M) Maintenance Troubleshooting $22.00: 833 Package plus soluble salts. This
troubleshooting test should be used to determine if poor plant growth may be related to high salt
concentrations in the soil due to over fertilization or road salting practices.

¢ (855) Modified Morgan (fruits, vegetables, turf) $16.00: pH, buffer pH (lime requirement), organic
matter, Modified Morgan phosphorus, potassium, calcium, magnesium, aluminum, iron, zinc, and
manganese.

Updated Groundwater Protection Guidelines for Water from the Cornell University Nutrient
Management Spear Program can be found online at
http://nmsp.cals.cornell.edu/publications/files/GroundwaterGuidelines2021.pdf
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Water Analysis

If you need to analyze your water, you can get packages to do so by contacting Cornell Cooperative
Extension of Cayuga County at 315-255-1183. Water Sampling Packages include:

e (213) Complete $59: Coliform, Total Dissolved Solids (TDS), pH, Hardness, Ca, P, Mg, K, Na, Fe, Zn,
Cu, Mn, Mo, Chlorides, Sulfates, Nitrates

e (200) Suitability $47: Total Dissolved Solids (TDS), pH, Hardness, Ca, P, Mg, K, Na, Fe, Zn, Cu, Mn,
Mo, Chlorides, Sulfates, Nitrates

Home Lawn and Garden Phosphorus Fertilizer Regulations and Best Practices to Apply Fertilizer
By Ryan Staychock, Environmental/Natural Resources Educator, Cornell Cooperative Extension

In New York, the Dishwater Detergent and Nutrient Runoff Law became effective in January 2012. This
law prohibits the use of phosphorus-containing fertilizers with a phosphate (P205) content greater than
0.67%, unless:

e  soil tests show a phosphorus deficiency
the fertilizer is being used to establish new seeded or sodded turf
the fertilizer being used is an organic compost
the fertilizer is derived from litter

The law prohibits the application of fertilizer onto impervious surfaces. Fertilizer should not be applied
within 20 feet of any surface water, modified to 10 feet if the buffer has vegetative cover. An exception
to the buffer requirement exists if spreader guards are used. Finally, the law prohibits the application of
fertilizers on lawns and non-agricultural turf between December 1 and April 1.

In addition to state regulations, homeowners
should review their county and town ordinances
to determine if stricter restrictions apply to
phosphorus fertilizer use and application. For
example, a few counties have extended the
phosphorus-containing fertilizer restriction from
November 1 or November 15 to April 1.
Currently, local laws enacted to reduce
phosphorus include ones adopted in
Westchester, Nassau, Suffolk and Chautauqua
counties and the Village of Greenwood Lake.

In addition to restrictions on the use of phosphorus-containing fertilizers, Nutrient Management Plans
(NMPs) for those NY counties required to submit plans for impaired waters may restrict the use of
nitrogenous fertilizers. Homeowners should consult with the local County Cooperative Extension Office,
SWCD Office, or County Water Authority to find out if any additional local restrictions apply.



For more information, visit the NYDEC Dishwasher Detergent and Nutrient Runoff Law web page:
http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/67239.html.

Note that state, federal, and local water quality regulations can change — remain informed on local,
regional, and national policies and regulations.

For more information, visit:
e  NYDEC Division of Water Regulations: http://www.dec.ny.gov/regs/2485.html
e  NYDEC TMDLs: http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/23835.html
e EPA’s National Assessment Database: https://www.epa.gov/waterdata/waters-watershed-
assessment-tracking-environmental-results-system

SOURCE: New York State Golf Course Superintendents in partnership with Cornell University
http://nysgolfbmp.cals.cornell.edu

If you need to fertilize there are some best practices to follow. Below is an excerpt from 2005 Cornell
University Cooperative Extension Information Bulletin 248. The author is Frank Rossi, Ph.D., and the title
of the bulletin is “Lawn Care Without Pesticides: How to keep your grass healthy so that you can reduce
or eliminate the need for lawn chemicals.” You can access the bulletin at this web address:
http://hdl.handle.net/1813/43857

FERTILIZING

Use only what you need, and avoid spring
applications

Just like people, lawns need a balanced diet. If you
fertilize them too much, too little, or use the wrong
kind, they won't be healthy.

Test your soil

A soil test will tell you how much phosphorus (P)
and potassium (K) fertilizer your lawn needs, if any.
Contact your county Cornell Cooperative Extension
office for soil testing information. If tests indicate
that no P or Kis needed, use nitrogen fertilizers that
contain few or none of these elements.

Adjust pH if needed
Lawns should have a slightly acidic pH (6.0-7.0). If your soil tests fall outside this range, follow instructions
included with the test results for adding lime or sulfur to bring pH into this range.

Focus on fall

If phosphorus and potassium levels are adequate in the soil, nitrogen (N) is the most important nutrient
for grass growth. Understanding how grass grows is important when making decisions about how much
nitrogen fertilizer to use and when to apply it.
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For most low-maintenance lawns, a single application (1lb. N/1,000 square feet) between Halloween and
Thanksgiving (about two weeks after your last mowing) is best. Do not fertilize during Indian summer, a
warm period following hard frost. Fertilization at this time can cause excessive top growth, reduce root
storage, and increase winter kill. The best window for fall application is after top growth stops, usually
after 10 days with average daily temperatures below 50° F. Roots will continue growing and taking up
fertilizer until the ground freezes.

Organic nitrogen sources alone are not a good choice for fall fertilization because they require warm soil
and microbial action to release nitrogen. Soluble nitrogen sources are readily available to the plant, but
leaching may occur on sandy soils. A 50-50 or 70-30 mix of slow-release to quick-release N is less risky to
the environment.

For higher-maintenance lawns, you can also
apply 1lb. N/1,000 sq. ft. around Labor Day
and/or Memorial Day. (Neglected lawns or
sods thinned by winter kill may benefit from
0.5 Ib. N/1,000 sq. ft. after the soil has
thawed and drained but before the grass
greens up.) At least 50-75 percent of the
nitrogen applied to any lawn annually
should come between August and
November. Lawns that were not fertilized
the previous fall or have suffered from
winter injury may benefit from spring
nitrogen applications. But wait until soil
temperatures have warmed to at least 55°
F before applying.

Water it in
Give your lawn one-quarter to a one-half inch of water after spreading fertilizer to get the material into
the ground where it can be used by plants.

Consider the source

Most synthetic lawn fertilizers contain at least 40 percent slow-release nitrogen. Slow-release N becomes
available to the plant over a period of time depending on soil moisture, temperature, and microbial
activity. The balance of the N is water-soluble nitrogen, which is readily available for plant uptake.

Slow-release nitrogen sources have a lower risk of burning plants and a lower potential to pollute water
than water-soluble N sources. The tradeoff is that slow-release N is usually more expensive. Lawns grown
on mostly sandy soils should rely more on slow-release nitrogen to reduce the possibility of rain or
excessive irrigation leaching N out of the root zone. Research shows that nitrogen rarely leaches from
lawns planted on soils containing silt and clay.

Natural organic fertilizers supply nitrogen in complex organic forms that are not immediately available to
plants. The fertilizers require warm (higher than 65° F), moist soils for microbial activity to release
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nitrogen. Natural organic fertilizers are well suited for applications during warm summer months when
the potential for burning plants with high -salt synthetic fertilizers is higher.

Topdressing (applying a thin layer on top of the grass) with organic soil amendments, such as composted
animal manure, can help improve soil structure and break down thatch, especially if applied in conjunction
with core aeration. The combination of topdressing and coring can reduce fungal diseases in some
situations.

Organic soil amendments should have a carbon-to-nitrogen ratio of less than 30-1 to prevent tying up soil
nitrogen while they decompose. It is important not to apply too heavy a layer of soil or compost because
these layers can prevent water from moving down into the soil. Compost applications should be light and
frequent (perhaps every three to four weeks during the growing season, depending on growth and
weather), no more than 0.1 to 0.2 inch at a time. Cut your grass slightly shorter than usual before
topdressing so that the compost can more easily sift down to the soil and not bury the grass.

Using nitrogen from organic sources is almost always more expensive than using synthetic fertilizers.
That's because organic sources contain less nitrogen, much of which is tied up in organic matter and not
readily available to the grass. Theoretically, as the lawn matures it needs less nitrogen, and more nitrogen
is gradually released from the organic matter you've been topdressing.

Consider different needs

High -traffic areas usually require more fertilizer than low-traffic areas. Different species of grass have
different needs, too. Kentucky bluegrass, for example, requires more nitrogen than do fine-leaf fescues.
If bluegrass doesn't get enough nitrogen, it is less competitive against weeds and pests. If fine -leaf fescues
(which normally grow slowly) get too much N, they produce lush, weak growth that is susceptible to pests.

Apply with care

The idea is to get the right amount of fertilizer on the lawn and none into streams and lakes. Rotary
spreaders cover a wide swath but can also hurl fertilizer into streets and driveways where the next rain
carries it into storm drains and then on to waterways. A drop spreader may take a little longer, but it puts
the fertilizer exactly where you want it. Use care when loading spreaders. Sweep up spills before they
pollute.

Cayuga County WQMA

For more information about the Cayuga County Water Quality Management Agency, check out
our website at www.cayugacountywater.org.

The Cayuga County WQMA is also on social media. For up-to-date information on water quality
issues and events, please friend us on Facebook at: https://facebook.com/CayugaCoWQMA. The
Cayuga County WQMA YouTube channel is https://www.youtube.com/@ CayugaCountyWQMA.

The Cayuga County WQMA is looking for story ideas for its webpage and its newsletter. If you
have something you would like to share, please email us at wgma@cayugacounty.us.
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