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What is a Carolina Yard?
The Carolina Yardstick workbook helps you create an attractive and healthy yard by
working with South Carolina’s environment, rather than against it. Using science and
lessons learned from hundreds of years of combined experiences, the Carolina Yards
program uses simple and effective principles and actions to provide guidance towards
a low maintenance and low environmental impact yard.
This workbook guides you through an evaluation
of your yard and yard care practices and provides
actions to achieve a Carolina Yard. Each action
you take (or have already taken) earns you two
“inches”on the Carolina Yardstick. A yard that
measures up to at least 36 inches is a Carolina
Yard! What is the payoff for following this guidance?
You will have a yard that you better understand,
meets your needs, enhances your neighborhood and
helps protect South Carolina’s natural beauty and
natural resources.
Beyond this workbook, resources specific to the
actions are available at the Carolina Yards website
at www.clemson.edu/cy/action. Please visit this site
to find additional resources, new tips and guides on
how to create your Carolina Yard. Clemson’s Home &
Garden Information Center (HGIC) can also provide
you with additional information on a variety of

topics, such as landscaping, gardening, plant health,
household pests and more. Visit Clemson’s Home &
Garden Information Center at www.clemson.edu/hgic
or call toll-free 1-(888)656-9988 (South Carolina
residents only).
The horticulture and water resource staff, along
with Master Gardener volunteers at your
county’s Cooperative Extension Service office,
can provide you with more information and
answer questions. They can also tell you about
additional services that they may provide such as
diagnostic tests, workshops and on-site resources.
Visit www.clemson.edu/extension/county to find
your local Clemson Extension office. Take this
adventure a step at a time and have fun!

From Yard to Waterway
Yard care practices can impact the quality of our
water resources. These impacts can affect us by
degrading the quality of the water that we use for
drinking or swimming, or even by contaminating
the fish that we eat.
What type of yard practices can lead to degraded
water quality? Many human activities introduce
harmful substances to our environment. For example,
if too much fertilizer is applied to the landscape,
excess nutrients from these fertilizers can be carried
into waterways and cause harmful algal blooms.
Similarly, bacteria, pesticides, oil, gas and other
pollutants, including sediment, can reach water
bodies. Many of these harmful substances collect
on the ground over time and when precipitation

2

THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK

WEBSITE BOOKMARKS:
or irrigation water falls on our landscape, they are
transported across the yard and into a water body
or storm drain. Water that enters a storm drain
or culvert does not go to a treatment facility, but
instead empties directly into local waterways. Hard,
or impervious surfaces, such as asphalt driveways,
concrete sidewalks, rooftops and even compacted
soil, prevent water from naturally infiltrating the soil,
thereby increasing the chance that these pollutants
will make their way to our water systems. Darker
impermeable surfaces tend to heat up during the
day, so water that runs off these surfaces can lead to
thermal pollution, posing a threat to aquatic life and
their habitats. There are many actions you can take
to reduce the negative impacts that yard practices
have on our environment.

• For

additional program information
and local events, workshops and more:
www.clemson.edu/cy

• To

find more yard action resources:
www.clemson.edu/cy/action

• For

plant selection:
www.clemson.edu/cy/plants

• To

certify your yard or to find out if
other yards are certified nearby:
www.clemson.edu/cy/certify

Use this workbook to help you take action
in your yard!
THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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Principle 1: Maintain Healthy Soil
Did you know that by simply improving your soil,
you could beautify your garden, cut your water bill,
improve water quality in local streams and even reduce
your yardwork? Healthy soil is an investment in your
landscape. Growing healthy soil — and a healthy
garden — is as easy as adding compost and other
organic amendments to your soil. In fact, this is the
single most important thing you can do for your garden.

Start With a Soil Sample
Determine the area of your yard that you wish to
sample, such as your lawn or a perennial bed. Using
a garden trowel, collect soil from 12 or more spots
within that sample area and mix into a clean bucket.
Generally, soil should be collected from the surface to
a depth of six inches. Be sure to clear away debris, such
as leaves and twigs before mixing the sample. Bring at
least two cups of the sample to your county Extension
office using a soil sample bag or even your own bag or
container. Your soil will go to a lab for testing and a
soil test report will be generated. The report will be
mailed to you (even by email if that is your preference)
and will indicate nutrient levels and the pH value of
your soil. The report will also provide amendment
recommendations based on the types of plants you are
trying to grow. Instead of applying a general fertilizer
or lime application to your entire yard, you will know
the kind and amount of amendment to apply based
on your report. This is good news because excessive

TAKE ACTION!
Collect a soil sample to determine what soil
amendments may be needed for what you want
to grow.

Healthy soil is an investment in your landscape.
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Principle 2: Recycle Yard Waste

fertilizer applications can lead to problems with
nutrient toxicity in your yard or garden and even
environmental consequences in local waterways.
See the Reduce Runoff section for more information.
Depending on what plants you are trying to grow, you
may want to submit separate soil samples for different
sections of your yard. For example, if you are trying
to start a vegetable garden, you will want to submit a
sample for that particular area of your yard separately
from a sample of your perennial flowerbed or lawn. In
order to maintain healthy soil, it is recommended that
you test your soil annually. For further instruction,
please visit the Carolina Yards website, or contact
your local Extension office.

TAKE ACTION!
In a Carolina Yard, grass clippings, leaves and yard
trimmings are recycled, or composted, rather than
thrown away. By recycling yard debris and kitchen
scraps, we gain free mulch and return valuable
nutrients and moisture to the soil. You can recycle
grass clippings simply by leaving them on the lawn
as you mow or by adding them to your compost pile.
Leaving grass clippings on the lawn can provide up
to 25% of the lawn’s yearly fertilizer needs!
If your community already has a composting program,
be sure to follow the guidelines and contribute
appropriate materials. Contact the South Carolina
Department of Health and Environmental Control
(SCDHEC) at www.scdhec.gov/environment to
determine how to recycle materials where you live.
Their website provides information on what type of
items can be left for curbside collection or accepted
at drop-off locations depending on where you live.
If leaving yard debris for curbside pickup, do not leave
debris in ditches or in front of storm drains. This can
cause debris to be carried to waterways or block the
drainage system and cause localized flooding.

Use appropriate bags to contribute lawn
clippings to local composting efforts.
Place bags outside of ditches and away
from storm drains.

Composting
Compost improves soil condition and structure,
increases the ability of soil to hold water and nutrients,
supports living organisms in the soil ecosystem, helps
return organic matter to soil and keeps waste out of
our landfills and waterways.

Where should my compost bin be located
in my yard?
Remember that composting can take months, so make
sure you can access your compost pile year-round.
The site should be level, have good drainage and be
in a sunny or partly sunny spot. Ideally, the storage
container used for your compost pile should be over
bare soil that has been turned to a depth of six inches to
make access easy for worms and other organisms that
do the work. If you plan on composting your kitchen
THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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insects and diseases. Mowing as high as possible for
a given turfgrass species will result in a deeper root
system, better drought tolerance and healthier turf.

TAKE ACTION!

A good rule-of-thumb is to remove no more than 1/3
of the lawn height at any one mowing. Better yet, if
you identify your turfgrass species, you can determine
the best mowing height recommended for that specific
turfgrass and will be able to determine appropriate
mowing and watering techniques. This will lead to a
healthier and an easier-to-manage lawn.

Create and maintain a compost pile
with kitchen scraps and yard waste.
No animal products, please.

Three part composter.

scraps, find a location for your compost pile that suits
all of these conditions, but also one that is not so far
away that kitchen scraps do not make it to the bin!

Every good compost bin should contain
both greens and browns!
There are two types of organic materials that should
be added to your compost pile: brown materials
and green materials. The ideal recommendation for
this carbon to nitrogen (C:N) ratio is 30:1. In other
words, you should maintain about 30 parts of brown
materials for every 1 part of green materials. Oak
leaves have a C:N ratio of 30:1, while grass clippings
are approximately 17:1. This is because the ratio is
calculated by weight. Visit the Composting fact sheet

BROWNS:
• High carbon content
• Low moisture content
• Decompose slowly

GREENS:

} }
} }

• High nitrogen content
• High moisture content
• Decompose quickly
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on the HGIC website for more
information. Avoid adding fatty
or oily foods such as meat or
salad dressings. You should not
add pet waste to a compost pile!
Waste from dogs, cats, pigs and people can carry
disease pathogens.

Will my compost pile smell?
Compost piles will remain relatively odor-free if they
are turned, watered and aerated regularly. If you detect
an odor, the compost may be compressed or waterlogged and should be turned to provide more oxygen.
You can also add some relatively chunky materials
such as twigs or wood chips to provide air spaces. If the
compost smells of ammonia, you have too many green
materials and need to add more brown materials.

What materials are typically added to your
compost pile? List some of those browns and
greens below!

BROWNS: ________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

How can I use worms to
create compost?
Worm composting, or vermicomposting, uses the
digestive power of red wigglers (Eisenia fetida) to
process food and other organic material. These are
small red worms that live in the uppermost layer of
organic matter and are often chosen for worm
composting because it is easy to replicate their
preferred environment in a worm bin. They are also
ideal because they have short life spans, reproduce
quickly and tolerate a wide range of environmental
conditions. Since red worms need a dark, moist
environment to live, they can even be placed in a small
bin in your kitchen! The liquid that can be drained
from the compost is called “worm tea” and is a great
natural fertilizer for your plants and vegetable garden.

TAKE ACTION!
Create worm compost by using the
digestive power of worms to recycle
kitchen scraps and organic material.

_______________________________________________________

GREENS: _________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Recycle Lawn Clippings
Mowing, particularly mowing height, directly affects
the health and quality of turfgrass. Mowing turf
below the recommended height can cause stress on
the plants and weaken the turf to invasion by weeds,

TAKE ACTION!
Recycle grass clippings by leaving them
on the lawn. Mulching lawn mowers or
mulching blades are not necessary.
Mow lawns to a height suggested by
Clemson Extension for your specific
lawn. Use the higher recommended
height when the lawn is under stress,
such as during times of drought and
very high temperatures.

Do grass clippings cause
lawn thatch?
Clippings do not contribute to lawn thatch. Thatch
is a dense, spongy collection of living and dead grass
stems and roots lying between the soil surface and
green grass leaves. Too much water and fertilizer
produce excessive growth, which can lead to thatch.
Thatch accumulation can also simply be related to
your soil conditions. A shallow thatch layer up to
1/2 inch thick actually
benefits the lawn by
helping to retain
moisture and stabilize
soil temperature.

Leave grass clippings
on the lawn.

THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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Principle 3: Mulch Matters

Identify Your Lawn
There are two types of turfgrasses: warm-season and cool-season. Warm-season turfgrasses,
such as Zoysiagrass and Centipede, thrive in warm climates, while cool-season turfgrasses, such
as Tall Fescue, prefer the cooler, less intense climates of the northern latitudes. Avoid the temptation
to keep warm-season lawns green and growing year round. Warm-season lawns go dormant from
late fall to early spring. South Carolina often has rather wet winters, so it is usually unnecessary
to water during this time, however, both warm- and cool-season lawns may need water during
extended dry periods. Turfgrasses grown in most areas of the southern United States are
maintained in a totally different way from those grown in the northern regions. Northern-adapted
grasses (e.g., fescues and bluegrass) may grow in the more western areas of South Carolina.
Fall-seeding may be necessary to replace thinned-out stands of grass.
List the turfgrass that is growing in your yard. If you still are not sure which species you have,
use additional resources provided on the Carolina Yards website or bring a sample to your local
Extension office. See Reduce Runoff to learn more about mowing height.
Which species of turfgrass is growing in your yard?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Is this a warm-season or cool-season turfgrass?

Mulching is one of the most important ways to maintain healthy landscape plants.
Organic mulches, such as fallen leaves and grass clippings, are produced by nature
and make attractive, natural mulches…with no cost to you! Think of this cycle as
nature’s great way of providing low-maintenance root protection and natural fertilizer!
Mulch keeps moisture in the soil, moderates soil temperature and even reduces soil
erosion and weeds.

What is the ideal depth for a layer
of mulch?

Why should mulch be kept away
from plant trunks and stems?

The amount of mulch to apply often depends on the
mulch material; however, a good rule-of-thumb is
to maintain a 2-3 inch depth of organic mulch over
the roots of trees, shrubs and in plant beds. A deeper
depth can be used for coarse-textured mulches, such
as pine bark nuggets, because the larger particles
allow for better air movement as compared to finer
mulches. Use less mulch on soils that are poorly
drained or remain damp to allow for drying.

Avoid piling mulch against stems and trunks to prevent
decay caused by wet mulch and rodent damage
during the winter. Mulch traps moisture, so if you
pile mulch around a trunk or stem you are creating
an environment for pests, diseases and stem rot. It is
also good practice to keep mulch 6-12 inches away
from the walls of buildings.

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What type of yard materials can
be recycled as mulch?
Recycle yard debris such as leaves, twigs and other organic
material as mulch. This will help retain nutrients
found in organic yard materials and save you money!

TAKE ACTION!
Maintain a 2-3 inch layer of
organic mulch over the roots of
trees, shrubs and in plant beds.
Remember to leave at least a
hand’s width of space between
the mulch and the plant’s trunk or
stem. If possible, apply mulch out
to the outermost branches of your
shrubs and trees.
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How many bags of mulch do I need?

TAKE ACTION!

Mulch is often sold in bags, by the yard or by the truckload.
By the bag:
1 bag containing 2 cubic feet
covers 8 square feet (2 ft. x 4 ft.)
Estimate the area (in square feet)
that you are going to mulch and
then select the appropriate depth
(in inches) to help you determine
how many bags of mulch you
will need.

DEPTH OF MULCH
2 INCHES

3 INCHES

4 INCHES

25 sq. feet

2 bags

3 bags

4 bags

50 sq. feet

4 bags

6 bags

9 bags

100 sq. feet

9 bags

13 bags

17 bags

By the bale: 1 bale of pine straw covers 18 to 20 square feet.
By the yard: 1 cubic yard covers 108 square feet (9 ft. x 12 ft.)
By the truckload: 1 mini pickup holds 1 1/2 yards and covers 162 square feet (9 ft. x 18 ft.)
1 full-sized pickup holds 2 1/2 yards and covers 270 square feet (9 ft. x 30 ft.)

Consider raking leaves and reapplying them as mulch
somewhere else in your yard. Shredding the leaves
with your lawn mower will improve their appearance
and will help keep them in place. If you use a leaf
blower, blow leaves to an area where they can
decompose and return nutrients to the soil. Organic
mulch is a natural material that will decompose over
time and will need to be replaced.

Are there any organic materials
that I should avoid using as mulch?
Studies have found that pine straw has a higher
potential to become a fire hazard when compared with
other mulches, so be cautious if using pine straw near a
building. Avoid using cypress mulch in your yard. Cypress
trees are an important part of wetland ecosystems
because they filter freshwater and provide wildlife
habitat. Unless you can be sure the cypress mulch
has come from a sustainable forest harvest operation,
choose mulches that have lower environmental costs
10
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Create self-mulching areas under trees
where leaves can stay where they fall.

To create a self-mulching area, you are simply
establishing a place in your yard where it is okay if
leaves stay where they fall. These are areas where
you do not have to rake leaves or pine needles or
blow them away. You may prefer to blow leaves away
from high traffic areas, such as walkways, driveways
and patios, but consider letting leaves that have fallen
on the lawn or in plant beds stay. The leaves will
decompose and provide nutrients back to the soil.

Mulch is a great option for preventing bare spots from
foot traffic and keeping soil in place, but should not
be placed in areas where runoff from storms will wash
the mulch away. Apply mulch to plant beds, around
trees and shrubs or to cover trails and play areas. Apply
mulch to established plants anytime of the year to
conserve moisture and suppress weeds. Also apply mulch
as needed, such as when the mulch layer thins or color
dulls. Make sure you maintain a depth of 2-3 inches.

TAKE ACTION!
Prevent erosion and soil loss by applying
mulch to areas where lawn will not thrive,
such as shaded, steeply sloped and high
traffic areas of your yard.

such as bark or hardwood. Bark mulches often come
from pine trees, while hardwood mulches come from
maple or oak trees and are sometimes the result of
shredded branches or construction wood.

TAKE ACTION!
Use fallen leaves and pine needles as
mulch under trees and shrubs. They make
attractive, natural mulches and are costfree. If you have more than you can use,
share them with a friend or neighbor.

What organic materials are you recycling as
mulch in your yard?
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

GROUNDCOVER AS MULCH
Groundcovers are low-growing plants that spread quickly to form a dense cover. They can add beauty
to the landscape and solve planting problems in difficult sites. Groundcovers can help prevent erosion
as their roots help to hold soil in place. When planted underneath trees, groundcovers reduce
mower damage that can be inflicted to the base of the tree. Some groundcovers can be aggressive
and spread rapidly. Be sure you know the growing habit of the groundcover that you select.

_______________________________________________________

THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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Principle 4: Right Plant, Right Place
Good landscape design hinges on one basic
concept — the right plant in the right place.
Thoughtful planning and site evaluation are the first
steps in creating an attractive, low-impact yard.
South Carolina is a diverse state that includes
several geographical regions: the Blue Ridge,
Piedmont, Sandhills, Coastal Plain and Coastal
Zone. The Blue Ridge region compromises only one
percent of the state and represents a sliver of the
Appalachian Mountains. The Piedmont includes
most of the upstate and consists of the rolling hilly
area from Columbia to Clemson. The Sandhills
region is characterized by rolling sandy hills
dominated by plant communities that tolerate very
dry conditions during the heat of the summer.
The Coastal Plain is the most expansive region in
South Carolina with cypress and tupelo forests
alternating with flat fertile farmland and sandy
ridges with pines. The Coastal Zone consists of the
region where the state’s rivers interact with the
tidal influences of the Atlantic Ocean. Due to the
relatively high tides and flat terrain, South Carolina
has both expansive freshwater tidal wetlands and
brackish marshes (adapted from the South Carolina
Master Naturalist Program training manual).
Soil types, temperature ranges and rainfall patterns
differ dramatically from region to region. Furthermore,
different conditions often exist in the same yard.
The front yard may be high and dry, while the
backyard may be poorly drained and soggy.
The plants you select should be able to tolerate the
average minimum winter and maximum summer
temperatures that are appropriate to the climatic
zone in which you live. Plants are not likely to
survive outside of their designated zone. If you have
questions about a specific tree or shrub for your area,
contact the Home & Garden Information Center
at www.clemson.edu/hgic.
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STEP 1:

Creating Your Design Plan

Map the existing physical features and site conditions of your yard.

Find a blank piece of paper and start with a simple sketch of your house, driveway and any relevant landmarks.
Add in trees, shrubs and other vegetation. Begin to note site conditions. For example, you might discover areas
that are soggy, dry, sunny, shady, particularly windy, flat, hilly, etc. You may notice areas that provide great views
or require privacy. Is there soil that is compacted or eroding? Notice if plants are thriving or appear to be having
problems. This is an opportunity to really get to know your yard!
STEP 2:

Determine the uses for your yard and consider your resources.

Many of the maintenance needs of a garden are
determined by the design. It can be difficult to provide
proper water and light to all plants if those with
different needs are mixed together. Plan to group
plants with similar care needs. Selecting the right
plants can reduce your maintenance chores, such as
watering and pruning. This can save you money, too!

TAKE ACTION!
Reduce the need for water, fertilizer and
pesticides by choosing plants suited to the
site conditions in your yard.

Plan for your yard.

Map out your plan before you begin planting.

Can garden planning lower energy bills?
Garden planning is a cost-effective and aesthetically
pleasing way to lower energy bills. Appropriate
planning can help you reduce energy bills by providing
shade from summer sun and protection from wind as
well as lower the amount of money you spend on
water, fertilizers and pesticides. Successful planning
can also minimize the amount of time you spend
mowing, pruning and weeding, and help to alleviate
noise and air pollution. Your goal is to have your
yard thrive predominantly on rainfall; however, new
plantings will need to be watered while they get
established. Once established, rainfall should take
care of watering for you! Keep in mind, you may also
have to irrigate during prolonged dry periods, such as
three weeks or more without rainfall.

Identify and prioritize uses for your yard. Consider areas for sitting or dining, a water feature, pets, children at play,
attracting wildlife, composting, harvesting rainwater, vegetable or fruit gardening, etc.

Desired uses for your yard:

Priority level
HIGH

MEDIUM

LOW

____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Creating your yard will require a certain amount of time, energy and money. When deciding what you want to
accomplish, be sure to consider your available resources. Think about how much time you want to spend gardening, who
else might be assisting you and the potential costs. Identify your priorities and remember, Rome was not built in a day!
STEP 3:

Create your design plan.

Use your work from Steps 1 and 2 to match your desired uses with your site conditions. For example, you may have
a low-lying area that is suitable for a rain garden or a sunny area near the house appropriate for a butterfly garden.
Remember to consider your priorities and available resources. Feel free to add to your plans as you continue with
this workbook!

TAKE ACTION!
TAKE ACTION!
Design and maintain a yard that thrives
predominantly on rainfall once plants are
established.

Save energy by using trees and shrubs to shade the eastern and western walls of your home.
Use deciduous trees or shrubs on southern exposures to allow sunlight to passively heat your home
in winter.
Group plants according to their maintenance needs.
THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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In order to reduce maintenance, select plants that
fit the conditions of your yard rather than trying to
change the conditions to suit the plants. Plants have
different characteristics and are suitable for certain
conditions. Some plant characteristics can reduce
maintenance, such as those that are tolerant to
drought and heat or can withstand shade, salt-spray
or freezing. Just because a plant has low-maintenance
characteristics does not automatically make it
suitable for your yard. Choose plants based on the
physical properties of your soil and surrounding
landscape. For example, your soil may be sandy and
well-drained or made of clay and therefore more
likely to retain moisture. Additionally, areas of your
landscape may receive direct sunlight while other
areas are heavily shaded. Consult your soil test
report to help you find plants that are more likely to
tolerate the specific conditions of your soil, such as
pH and salinity levels. See Garden Like a Local
to learn about native plants when you are ready to
start selecting plants.

Planting
Resist the temptation to have an “instant landscape.”
Small trees and shrubs are often planted too close
together to get a “full” or mature look. The result
several years later is a crowded landscape that may
require a lot of labor such as pruning and plant
removal. Know the mature size of plants and give
them room — and time — to grow.
If deciding between perennials
and annuals, rely on perennials as
your base. Perennials come back
year after year and are a great way
to provide seasonal color with
low care. Many perennials can
be divided after several years of
establishment, so your plant
investment can multiply as you divide and plant,
or trade plants with others. Specialty plants, such as
rose bushes, often require more maintenance than
other types of garden plants. This does not mean you
need to forgo your favorite roses. Concentrate specialty

Is my lawn high maintenance?

Determine how much open lawn area
is ideal for children, pets and recreation.
Where possible, use low-maintenance
groundcovers, shrubs, mulch or other
pervious materials that allow water
to infiltrate.
Decrease soil erosion by planting
groundcovers where lawn will not grow well,
such as under trees or on steep slopes.

14
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Reduce yard waste by choosing plants
that will not require frequent pruning when
they reach maturity.

plants in small areas of your yard, use as a focal point or
look for species that require less care. Visit the Carolina
Yards Plant Database at www.clemson.edu/cy/plants
to help with plant selection.

How do I plant a tree or shrub correctly?
Trees and shrubs must be planted at the right depth
and receive the right amount of water if they are
to establish themselves and flourish. Plant species
vary in the amount of space they require in order to
thrive. Use the Right Plant, Right Plant resources on
the Carolina Yards website to learn how to install
vegetation in your yard.

CUT HERE

TAKE ACTION!

TAKE ACTION!

!

When creating a low impact landscape, it is important
to note that turfgrasses require more frequent
watering and maintenance than most other landscape
plants. Consider replacing unused or problematic
turf areas with a groundcover! Visit the Home
and Garden Information Center (HGIC) at
www.clemson.edu/hgic to learn more about your lawn.

THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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!
CUT HERE

Design and maintain
a yard that thrives predominantly on rainfall
once plants are established.

YARD DESIGN PLAN:

Principle 5: Garden Like a Local

Thoughtful planning and site evaluation are the first steps in creating an attractive, low-impact yard.
First, map the existing features and conditions of your yard in the space below. Next, consider
the desired uses for your yard and utilize your map to determine the best locations for those uses.
Follow the steps on page 13 of the Carolina Yardstick workbook for more information.
N

Plants and animals depend on the interconnections
of their physical environment in order for their
ecosystem to work. The vital part of a system includes
the interactions that exist among soil, rainfall
patterns, topography, and plant and animal species
living there. In your yard, the canopy, or upper
branches of trees, provide shade and protection for
the shrubs and bushes that live below. Similarly, this
understory layer provides protection and habitat to
the organic materials and critters that live in and
on the ground. Each layer of an ecosystem provides
valuable services to the species and components that
make up the entire system. It is important that you
help to maintain this function within your yard.
Native plants are those that are natural to a region,
and, therefore, can be better suited for the soils and
the seasons. They are comfortable growing in the
local soil and climate conditions because they have
evolved to these conditions over time. They also can

TAKE ACTION!

Use the scale that is most appropriate for the size of your yard or garden:
16
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SCALE:
SCALE:

1 square = 2 feet
1 square = 4 feet

Choose native plants (flowers, trees,
shrubs, vines and groundcovers) for your
yard, considering those most suitable to
site conditions.

W H E R E I S N AT I V E ?
Carolina Yards defines three regions of South
Carolina: coast, midlands and upstate. Use
these categories to find plants in the Plant
Database that are native to your region and
that suit the site conditions of your yard.
provide the best habitat for birds, bees and butterflies
natural to their area. However, selecting a plant native
to your region will not automatically lower your
maintenance chores. Remember that many factors
determine the suitability of a plant for a particular
location. Oftentimes, new subdivisions remove topsoil
prior to development and replace it with non-native
soil, which may be quite different from the original
soil. It is important to have your soil tested, so that
you can select plants that are suited to the current
growing conditions in your yard. Consult your soil
test results and consider light, moisture and other
factors that may impact plant growth.
Revisit your landscape plan that you learned to create in
Right Plant, Right Place. Utilize the online plant database
that can be found at www.clemson.edu/cy/plants
to determine which plants meet your site conditions
and are most appropriate for your desired uses.		
THE CAROLINA YARDSTICK WORKBOOK
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Protect Existing Trees
Plant roots can extend outwards 2-3 times the distance
from the trunk to the edge of the canopy, or outermost
branches. For example, if the distance from the trunk to
the canopy is 10 feet, then the tree’s roots can extend
20 to 30 feet from the trunk! Avoid parking your car
over tree roots and any other activities that may
compact the soil. Soil compaction cuts off air and water
supply to plant roots, slowly causing damage, which
often does not become evident for years. Maintain a
2-3 inch layer of mulch around trees to protect the
roots and help discourage any harmful activities.
Natural leaf mulch works great (see Mulch Matters)!

TAKE ACTION!
Protect native trees and shrubs in your yard.
Avoid heavy traffic or storing equipment
under mature trees and shrubs to help
preserve established plant communities and
prevent erosion or soil loss. When doing any
construction activities in your yard, protect as
much mature native vegetation as possible.
Create a “do not disturb” area if necessary.

Along the Waterfront
Water is a fragile natural resource that makes a major
contribution to our quality of life, public health and
economic vitality. Native vegetative corridors along
waterways offer protection by establishing a buffer
between land and water. By maintaining a buffer zone
of native vegetation along your shoreline, you can
prevent erosion, protect water quality, add shade and
attract native wildlife. Typically, larger buffer widths
will more sustainably protect adjacent waterways.
Research shows that establishing a 28' buffer or
greater will trap and treat runoff, shade streams and
shorelines, add habitat for fish from branches and
leaf litter, and store flood waters during large storm
events. This width for a vegetative buffer is difficult
to realize in the suburban landscape; however, small
18
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steps such as minimizing mowing down to the
water’s edge protect your shoreline from failure.
Also, using a mixture of flowering plants can serve
as a waterfront garden, which can improve the
appearance of the shoreline and add property value.
Many resources are available to those interested in
establishing a functioning, effective and pleasing
vegetative buffer; see Step 3: Create Your Buffer on
page 19 for more information!

TAKE ACTION!
Protect your native shoreline plants. Never
prune or remove vegetation at the water’s
edge without first seeking proper guidance.
Plant a buffer of native plants along your
shoreline that is at least 2 feet wide or as
wide as your buffer ordinance allows.

Creating Your Shoreline Buffer
STEP 1:

Identify your shoreline type.

Freshwater shorelines include stormwater ponds and inland bodies
of water, such as streams, lakes or rivers. Stormwater ponds are
designed to be open basins that capture stormwater runoff from
roads, rooftops and yards in the community. See Reduce Runoff to
learn more about stormwater management.
Saltwater shorelines are prominent along the coastal region and include the saltmarsh. The saltmarsh is ranked
as one of the most productive ecosystems on earth and provides many services to humans, including flood control
during major storm events. Vegetative shoreline buffers are an effective way to protect saltmarsh and saltwater
shoreline habitat.
STEP 2: Identify your intended shoreline uses.
Consider very carefully what your designated uses are for your shoreline. For example, do you need access to the
water or want to attract wildlife? List your waterfront uses below.
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Why is it important to manage erosion along
the waterfront?
Wind, water and other environmental conditions
can cause land to break away and be transported.
Erosion is a natural process; however, human activities
have accelerated the rate at which erosion is occurring.
Erosion can cause excess soil particles to accumulate
within water. These excess soil particles can lead to
habitat destruction, aquatic life impacts and human
health concerns.
Native plants help
prevent soil erosion
because their root
systems help hold soil
in place. Plants along
the water’s edge also
help stabilize soil by
Shoreline buffer of native plants.
preventing waves and
currents from undercutting a stream bank and
dumping soil into the water. Furthermore, native
plants along the waterfront provide wildlife habitat and
absorb pollutants and excess nutrients before they are
able to make their way into the water.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

STEP 3:

Create your buffer.

Use the SC Waterways fact sheets to help you create your buffer. Find them on the Carolina Clear website at
www.clemson.edu/carolinaclear under Outreach Tools.

Garden Like a Local!
Consider preserving or emphasizing other unique
TAKE ACTION!
aspects of your yard, such as any historical or cultural
What else can you do that is natural and
elements. If you do not see anything obvious in your
local to make your yard sustainable?
yard that indicates a cultural or historical element,
check with the historical society or library, or go online
and see what you can dig up. Otherwise, consider building a greenhouse or vegetable garden that will provide you
with fresh, local fruits and vegetables. Are there any local stones or materials that you can use or reuse in your yard,
such as local wood to build planter boxes or bricks to build a pathway?

Describe your unique yard activity below and earn two more inches!
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Principle 6: Remove Invasives

Invasive Aquatics

TAKE ACTION!
Help stop the spread of invasive exotic
plants by removing them from your yard.
Contact the South Carolina Department
of Plant Industry and the South
Carolina Exotic Pest Plant Council
(www.se-eppc.org/southcarolina) for more
information on invasive plants.

Kudzu is a severe threat to South Carolina’s ecosystem.

A non-native plant is a species that did not originate
in a given location and has been introduced, either
accidentally or deliberately, into areas outside of its
natural range. Non-native plant invasions can be
seen in natural areas, croplands, rangelands, pastures,
forests, wetlands and waterways, wilderness areas, parks
and refuges, and highway rights-of-way. An invasive
plant is defined as a non-native species whose
introduction does, or is likely to cause economic or
environmental harm or harm to human health. Not
all non-native plants are invasive. In fact, a large
number of agricultural crops and ornamental plants
are non-native in origin. Non-native plants are only
a problem when they escape cultivation, spread
rapidly, establish a breeding population and aggressively
compete with native species. They can become
invasive if plant populations grow, adapt, multiply
and spread to unmanageable levels.
Invasive plant species are a serious problem in South
Carolina, often overwhelming entire landscapes.
Invasive species significantly reduce plant and insect
biodiversity and can be a severe threat to the stability
and sustainability of ecosystems. The most effective
strategy for managing invasive species is to avoid
20
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introducing or planting potentially harmful species.
However, if invasive species are already present, then
identify and remove invasive plants to help stop them
from spreading. Try mechanical removal by raking,
pulling or cutting. See Manage Yard Pests Responsibly for
more information on pest management. Managing
invasive species can be difficult; consider seeking the
help of a registered professional.

INVASIVE SPECIES
The following species are some of those
listed as a severe threat on the South
Carolina Exotic Pest Plant Council’s
Invasive Plant Species List. Avoid planting
these species. If spotted in your yard,
remove them to help stop from spreading.
Tree of Heaven
• Princess Tree
• Autumn Olive
• Japanese Privet 		
• Chinese Privet
• English Ivy
English Ivy.
• Japanese
• Johnson Grass
Climbing Fern
• Chinese Bush Clover
• Kudzu
• Water Hyacinth
• Cogongrass
•

Visit www.se-eppc.org/southcarolina for the
full list.

Aquatic plants are essential parts of natural aquatic
systems and form the basis of a waterway’s health and
productivity. Invasive aquatic plants, or weeds, lack
natural controls and are able to thrive and reproduce
quickly, often negatively impacting the use and
enjoyment of our waterways. Invasive aquatic plants
can obstruct navigable waterways, clog water intakes
and degrade water quality. They can also provide
a breeding habitat for mosquitoes and other pests,
interfere with recreation and upset the balance of
desirable fish populations. Invasive aquatic species
can live on or below the surface of the water. Often
the most cost-effective approach to aquatic weed
control is a combination of mechanical, biological and
chemical tactics that are a part of an integrated
management effort. When using herbicides, remember
the label is the law and you must use a wetlandapproved herbicide labeled for aquatic use! Improper
use of herbicides can be dangerous, so consult a
professional if you are considering applying herbicides.

TERMS
• Native plants are those that have evolved
over thousands of years in a particular
habitat without interference from man.
• Well-adapted

plants are thoroughly
established yet are not native, and have not
caused extensive damage or spread.

• Non-native

plants have
been introduced by
human intervention to
an area outside of their
native habitat but are
not invasive.

• Invasive

plants have
been introduced to an
area, established
breeding populations
and spread to the extent
of damages to agriculture
or natural species.

Water Hyacinth is an
invasive aquatic.

TAKE ACTION!
Remove invasive exotic aquatic plants
by cutting, pulling or raking. Never prune
or remove aquatic vegetation without
first seeking proper guidelines. When
using herbicides, remember the label
is the law. Improper use of herbicides
can be dangerous so be sure to consult
a professional. Dead plant material
should be removed from the water to
reduce pollution.

Chinese Tallow
Tree hinders the
establishment
of natural
plant species.
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Principle 7: Be Wise When You Fertilize
Many trees and landscape plants require little to no
fertilizer once they are established. In fact, fertilizers
can be hazardous to the health of your yard and
the environment when they are misused. When
over-applied, fertilizers may aggravate insect and
disease problems and force excessive growth that
must be mowed or pruned. Excess fertilizers can run
off yards into waterways or seep into underground
aquifers, polluting drinking water.
The decision to fertilize should be based on the
health of the plant, the desired rate of growth and
a soil analysis. A soil analysis will tell you the soil
pH and the level of nutrients that are available or
lacking for plant growth. Many fertilizers contain a
number of plant nutrients although only one or two
may sometimes be needed. Use your soil test analysis
to help you select the right fertilizer. See Maintain
Healthy Soil to find out how to test your soil.

Fertilizer is Not Plant Food
Plants produce their own food through the process of
photosynthesis. There are 17 nutrient elements that

plants need for growth and reproduction; three come
from the air and the rest are obtained from the soil,
either by occurring naturally or from fertilizers that we
apply. Plants or lawn growing poorly in poor conditions
will not necessarily grow better if fertilized. Symptoms
of poor growth are not always related to low levels
of nutrients in the soil, but can be due to heavily
compacted soil, stress induced by insects, diseases
and weeds, or dramatic weather conditions such as
drought. Let the plant be your guide! Do not assume
fertilizers will automatically cure your plant problems.

22
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TAKE ACTION!
Establish a 10 ft. to 30 ft. “no fertilizer,
no pesticide” zone along your shoreline.

TAKE ACTION!
Walk around your yard at least weekly
and observe your plants and lawn for early
signs of problems.
Fertilize only as needed to maintain the
health of lawns and landscape plants.
If plants show signs of stress, such as
yellow leaves or stunted growth, identify
the problem before applying fertilizer.
For turfgrass, do not exceed the rate of
1 pound of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet
per application.

How do I apply fertilizer?

Don’t overfertilize your lawn. Let it be yellow during the
winter months.

Avoid the use of fertilizers and pesticides near your
shoreline because of the potential for runoff into
the water. Excess nutrients, such as nitrogen and
phosphorus, may accumulate in our waterways and
lead to harmful health and environmental impacts.
Maintain a vegetated buffer if possible. Avoid applying
fertilizer before a predicted rain event. If fertilizer finds
its way onto hard surfaces, sweep back onto the lawn
or an area of your yard where it can be used by plants
instead of being carried to local waterways.

Only apply fertilizer as recommended by your soil
test report. The label on the fertilizer container will
provide application rates, typically in a range.
The method to use when applying fertilizer depends
on the type of fertilizer and the plant’s needs.
Before spreading fertilizer, read the label. If your
spreader brand is not indicated on the label, then
calibrate the fertilizer spreader to apply the correct
amount. (Hint: this information is available from the
spreader’s manufacturer or the HGIC fact sheet 1654,
Applying Fertilizers.)

The Fertilizer Tag
South Carolina law requires that fertilizer manufacturers supply a tag with
every bag of fertilizer. All fertilizers are labeled with three numbers (N, P, K)
that indicate the guaranteed analysis, or the fertilizer grade. Although there
are often many nutrients that plants need, these three numbers make up the
nutrients that plants require most.

}

N = % Nitrogen
P = % Phosphorus
K = % Potassium

Zero in the middle
Many of our South Carolina soils contain high amounts of naturally occurring phosphorous, especially
along the coast. Always perform a soil test to know for sure, but it is likely that you will need to select a
low- to no-phosphorous fertilizer.
Look for slow-release
When fertilizer nutrients are in “slow release” forms, they are available to plants over a longer period
of time and fewer nutrients are wasted or lost as pollutants. Slow-release fertilizers may also reduce how
frequently you fertilize.
TAKE ACTION!
Use slow-release fertilizers. Buy fertilizers that contain 50% or more of the nitrogen in
slow-release forms.
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Principle 8: Manage Yard Pests Responsibly

for pest problems. Identify the problem first, before
starting treatment. Know the good bug from the bad
bug. Is it a chinch bug or a big-eyed bug? It makes
a difference. Big-eyed bugs eat chinch bugs. Your
county Extension office can help with identification.
Be tolerant! Low levels of pests will do minimal
damage to plants and many are a source of food for
other beneficial species. When pests such as aphids,
whiteflies, mealybugs or spider mites reach damaging

TAKE ACTION!
It is unrealistic, and even unwise, to strive for an
insect-, disease- and weed-free yard. Many insects are
beneficial, helping to keep pests under natural control.
Other insects simply coexist with humans causing us
no harm. Different kinds of insects are found in and
around our homes, gardens and yards. Most of these
insects are completely harmless and may even provide
valuable services for us, such as pollination by bees.
Furthermore, birds, butterflies and many other forms
of life depend on insects for food. For example, a
bluebird pair eats upwards of 300 worms per day
when feeding their young! It may be easy for many of
us to recognize lady beetles and praying mantids, but
there are many other beneficial insects that attack
and naturally control bothersome yard pests. The
term beneficial applies to bacteria, birds, insects and
other organisms that keep pest populations under
control. We call them the good guys!

Integrated Pest Management (IPM)
Communities and individuals can successfully manage
pests by protecting beneficial insects and reducing
the use of pesticides. Integrated Pest Management is
a tool to help with pest management through a
combination of strategies for achieving long-term
solutions to pest problems. IPM does not simply mean
switching from chemical pesticides to organic pesticides,
nor does it mean eliminating the use of all chemical
pesticides completely. IPM includes a combination of
24
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Learn to identify five beneficial insects
that provide natural control of harmful
pests.

Ladybugs: The good guys and gals!

pest control methods, including proper plant selection,
biological controls (introduction of parasites or predators),
physical removal, cultural practices (proper watering,
fertilizing, pruning, mulching), insecticidal soaps and
traditional pesticides (chemicals).

List the beneficial species you
have identified in your yard.
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

In IPM, pest management decisions are based on
need and effectiveness rather than a schedule. In
other words, consider your tolerance level and the
impact to the plant; how much injury can the plant
tolerate and how much cosmetic injury are you willing
to accept before taking action. One goal of IPM is to
solve pest problems in the least toxic manner possible.
A key element of IPM is inspecting your plants on a
regular basis. Check your lawn and plant beds regularly

levels, first try mechanical removal, such as handpicking
them into a jar of soapy water, or non-chemical
approaches such as insecticidal soaps and horticultural
oils. These mechanical methods work because you are
removing the affected areas and, therefore, removing
the insects and their eggs, while the use of oils and
soaps actually kills the insects. Conventional pesticides
are not selective and when you spray plants, the
pesticides will kill off all insects, even the beneficial
ones. Insecticidal soaps and oils can be used to target
the insect of which you are experiencing a problem.
Apply only to those areas on the plant where pests
are located, this way you protect beneficial insects and
unaffected plants.
If it becomes necessary to
use a chemical pesticide,
look for the least toxic
one available. Organic
pesticides come from
natural sources, but are
Aphids
still pesticides. Organic
pesticides can be just as toxic, if not more toxic than
conventional pesticides. The label is the law! Read
pesticide labels carefully for information on how to
use pesticides and how to properly dispose of leftover

chemicals and containers. Remember, overuse can
injure plants, harm beneficial insects and potentially
impact downstream waterways.

How do I dispose of pesticides?
Do not empty pesticide containers into a storm drain
or household drain! Storm drains will carry these
harmful chemicals directly to our waterways without
being treated. The sink or toilet is not a good option
either because wastewater treatment plants are
not designed to handle these chemicals. Follow the
directions provided on the product label.

How do I know if I need to hire a professional?
If pests are potentially dangerous or if you do not know
what they are or where they are nesting, you should
consult a professional. Also, contact professional
services if pests are in a difficult area to treat, if you
have termites or are uncomfortable handling pesticides.
You can also seek help from your local Extension office.
They can help you identify your pests and provide
suggestions on potential management strategies.

TAKE ACTION!
Wherever possible use non-chemical
approaches for pest control; cultural
controls, such as pruning out damaged
or affected areas, hand-removing insects,
and clearing away infected or diseased
debris are all ways to reduce pest
populations naturally.
Use lower toxicity pesticides such as
horticultural oils, insecticidal soaps and
biological controls. These effective, safe
materials can control most plant pests.
Avoid routine applications of pesticides.
Treat only affected areas rather than
spraying your entire lawn or yard. When
using pesticides, the label is the law.
Require that your yard maintenance
company, if used, follow these strategies.
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Principle 9: Water Wisely
All living plants and animals require water for growth
and survival. A truly efficient way to use water in a yard
is to design the yard so that it thrives predominantly
on rainfall. Even if your yard has lawn and specialty
gardens, it is possible to design it as a Carolina Yard
in which you can water the plants as needed.

Be mindful of your irrigation. Don’t water the sidewalk!

How do I know if it is time
to water?
Most established trees and shrubs need watering only
during times of drought, so as three weeks or more
without rainfall. If you water your landscape when it
does not need it, or apply too much water, you might
end up encouraging weed growth, increasing mowing

time, stimulating disease outbreaks, raising your
water bill and even killing plants. Choose to irrigate
in the morning, which will allow plants and soil
to dry during the course of the day. Night watering
can lead to fungus and disease problems as plants
are more likely to stay wet during the night. Newly
installed plants will need more frequent irrigation
while they get established.
Keep a log of rain events. Use the space below to get
started. Write down how many inches of water are in
your rain gauge after the next five rain events. You
will soon notice how much rain is falling on your
landscape and will be able to determine if your plants
need water partly based on how much rain is in your
gauge. Many plants thrive on just one inch of water
per week. Remember to empty your rain gauge after
each event. A rain gauge can help you stay in touch
with rainfall. Remember that rainfall can vary from
yard to yard.

TAKE ACTION!
Put a rain gauge in your yard and track
rainfall to avoid unnecessary watering.

Record your rain events below.
DATE

INCHES RECEIVED

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Microsprayers and drip irrigation supply water directly to plant roots.

Are your plants fooling you?

Which irrigation method is best?

Let your yard “show” you when it needs water. Once
you water, do not water again until you observe water
deficiency symptoms. Prolonged dry periods, strong
winds and low relative humidity cause plants to appear
drought-stressed. During such times, plants wilt even
though water may be in the soil. This is because the
leaves lose water faster than can be absorbed through
the root system. It is better to check the plants and
soil instead of just the leaves to see if plants need
water. Do not water your lawn every day unless you
are establishing a newly seeded or sodded lawn.
Watering every day with a small amount of water
will encourage a shallow root system, making the
grass less drought tolerant. To determine if plants are
thirsty, look for slow leaf growth, leaves that curl and
turn yellow or lawns that crunch when walked on.

Management is the key to any irrigation system.
Do not expect a timer or controller to think for you,
but instead survey your yard regularly, making
adjustments and changes as needed. This will help

TAKE ACTION!

There are a variety of ways to irrigate your yard, and
often more than one method is appropriate. You can
use an automatic sprinkler system, install drip irrigation
or microsprinklers, or manually irrigate with a hose
or watering can. Remember to comply with any
existing watering restrictions in your community.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Carolina Yards rain gauge.
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Water your lawn and other plants only
when they show signs of stress. Comply
with any existing watering restrictions in
your community.

TAKE ACTION!
Use a drip or microspray irrigation
system to more efficiently water plants
and plant beds.
provide the best growing environment for plants
all year long. It is extremely important that each
irrigation zone is set to meet the needs of the plants
in that area. For example, a lawn in full sun will
demand more frequent irrigation than an established
bed of shrubs and groundcovers.
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Drip Irrigation & Microsprayers
Drip irrigation utilizes a series of tubing and sprayers
and applies water only to the root zone area near
the plant. This allows a drip system to provide needed
water to the plant without irrigating large portions
of unplanted ground. A drip irrigation system can
be operated at any time of day with little concern
for disease. This is because water goes straight to
the root area and does not wet the plant foliage.
Drip irrigation can be connected to a rain barrel and
is a great opportunity to reuse collected rainwater!
Learn more about connecting irrigation to your rain
barrel in the Rain As a Resource section.
Microsprayers (and microsprinklers) are tiny, plastic
sprayers typically mounted on a plastic stake and
connected to drip tubing. Both drip irrigation and
microsprayers can be covered with mulch.

Automatic, In-ground Sprinkler System
Sprinklers and spray heads apply water to an entire
area, often applying water to places and plants that do
not need it. Water should never be applied at a rate
faster than it can be absorbed by the soil. If the irrigation
system applies too much, water runs off the land as
runoff, possibly becoming polluted, and is wasted.
Often automatic irrigation systems are run for a set
number of minutes without knowing how much water
is really being applied. This leads either to giving too
little water or to wasting water, which runs down
sidewalks and streets, or through the root zone and
deep into the ground where grass roots cannot reach it.
Knowing the amount of water an irrigation system
applies over a certain time period is an important
step in using water efficiently. Calibrating, or
determining the rate of
water that a sprinkler
system applies, is easy!
A simple way to measure
the amount of water
your irrigation system
is supplying to your
Automatic in-ground sprinkler.
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Principle 10: Rain As a Resource

landscape is to place a series of identical, and empty,
food cans in your yard and run your irrigation system
for one hour. Use a ruler to measure how much water
each can has collected. Add up the total amount of
water collected and divide by the number of cans.
This will give you the average number of water your
system is supplying to that area. For example, if you
have collected an average of 1/2" of water in each can,
then you know you need to run your irrigation system
for two hours in order to supply the recommended
amount of one inch of water per week. You can use
this method for the different irrigation zones of your
yard. Use the one-inch recommendation as a starting
point and adjust according to your plant’s needs and
your soil and climate conditions. Visit the Watering
Lawns fact sheet on the HGIC website for additional
instruction on how to calibrate your system.
You can also connect an automatic shut-off valve to
override your sprinkler system’s timer when it rains.
This way, your sprinklers will not turn on while it is
raining. Also consider adjusting your timer frequency
while plants are dormant during winter months.
Plants do not require regular irrigation while
temperatures are low and plants are not growing.

TAKE ACTION!
Design or modify your sprinkler system
to water lawn areas separately from plant
beds, which require less water.
Walk your yard when the irrigation
system is on to ensure that water is being
applied to lawn and plant beds only,
not the pavement.
Calibrate your sprinkler(s) to apply 1/2
to 3/4 inch of water per application.
Connect an automatic rain shut-off device
to your sprinkler system’s timer and set the
device to 1/2 inch so it will override the
timer when enough rain falls. Check to see
if the shut-off device is working properly.

Rain barrel in a Carolina Yard.

Historically, in South Carolina, precipitation is
abundant the entire year, with the coast typically
having wetter summers than inland areas. Oftentimes,
a month’s rainfall can happen in one summer storm,
allowing for long periods of drought. During these
scenarios, and times of encouraged water restrictions,
a rainwater harvesting system can be beneficial.
There are also great benefits to having a rain garden
in your yard and for using porous materials for patios
and walkways, which allow water to infiltrate instead
of run off.

TAKE ACTION!
Where possible, direct downspouts and
gutters to your rain garden or plant beds
where rain will soak into the ground rather
than run off your yard.

Rain Gardens
Rain gardens are landscaped depressions that intercept
stormwater runoff, allowing water to seep into the
ground and nature to remove some of the pollutants
that could otherwise affect water quality. Rain gardens
also provide habitat for bees, birds and butterflies, and
have become a popular and attractive method for
homeowners to
decrease their stormwater
“footprint.” To find out
how to build and
maintain your rain
garden or vegetated
swale, visit the Carolina
Yards website to
download Clemson’s
Rain Garden Manual.
Rocks manage erosion
as stormwater flows into
a rain garden.
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Will my rain garden attract mosquitoes?
Remember, rain gardens are not designed to remain full
of water. After a rain event, the rain garden will hold
water, but the water should filter through within 72 hours,
leaving the rain garden dry most of the time. Mosquitoes
require 7 to 12 days in standing water to lay and
hatch eggs. Typically, rain gardens will drain within
24 hours, thereby removing any mosquito concerns.

TAKE ACTION!
Create a rain garden to catch, hold and filter
stormwater. Once installed, add your rain
garden to the SC Low Impact Development
Atlas at www.clemson.edu/carolinaclear/
lidmap to show you are lowering
environmental impacts in your community!

Rainwater Harvesting
Rainwater harvesting is an ancient practice of capturing
rain and storing it in a reservoir for redistribution or
reuse. If you are capturing rainwater in a barrel or
cistern and reusing the water in your yard, you are
harvesting rainwater! Harvesting rainwater in a barrel
or cistern is a good way to reduce stormwater runoff,
save water for a dry spell and reduce utility bills. Often,
a single rain event can easily fill a rain barrel that
is connected to the gutters of your house! To learn
more about rain barrels and rainwater harvesting,
visit the Carolina Yards website and download
Clemson’s Rainwater Harvesting Manual.

What are some ways that I can reuse the
rainwater that I collect?
Harvested rainwater can be recycled for non-potable
uses, such as irrigation of container plants or landscaped

TAKE ACTION!
Collect rainwater runoff from your roof in a
rain barrel or cistern.
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Principle 11: Reduce Runoff

beds, to wash a vehicle or boat, or for filling a birdbath.
Water from your rain barrel can also be used to keep
compost moist, supply water to drip irrigation or to
water indoor plants. It is important that you do not
drink water from your barrel. If there are children in
the neighborhood, consider placing a sign or sticker
on your barrel alerting others not to drink the water.
Contact your local extension office and ask if they
can provide you with a sticker for your barrel.
A full, 55-gallon rain barrel will weigh over 450 pounds.
Ensure the barrel will not tip over! Consider placing your
barrel on a sturdy platform and be sure the ground is level.
Raising the barrel on a platform will have added benefit
because it will increase the pressure of water coming
from the spigot of the barrel. This is especially helpful
if you intend to attach drip irrigation to your barrel or
would like to make the spigot more easily accessible.

Do I need gutters to harvest rainwater?
You can harvest rainwater with or without gutter!
A gutter can be modified to direct rainwater into
your barrel. Without a gutter, you can collect rainwater
in the corners of your eaves, where rain is naturally
concentrated. You can also use a rain chain to direct
water to your barrel. Maintain gutters regularly by
keeping them clear of leaves and debris.

Can I build my own rain barrel?
Rain barrels and cisterns come in many different shapes
and sizes. Rain barrels can be purchased at a local
gardening center and often specialty grocery stores.
You can even assemble your own rain barrel out of
food-grade containers. Ask your local Extension office if
they will be offering a rain barrel sale or build-your-own
rain barrel workshop. You can also get creative and
paint your barrel! Visit the
Rain As a Resource section
of the Carolina Yards website
to find out how to get
started with your rainwater
harvesting system.
Rain barrel overflows
into rain garden.

Porous pavement over a rain garden.

Traditionally, rainwater has been treated as a nuisance.
We have adopted methods to remove rainwater
from a site as quickly and as efficiently as possible.
As precipitation or irrigation water falls on the
landscape, impervious surfaces, such as concrete
sidewalks, asphalt driveways or roofs, make it difficult
or impossible for water to naturally infiltrate the
ground. Instead, this water, known as stormwater,
flows toward storm drains and waterways picking up
substances along the way, such as fertilizers,
pesticides, motor oil, sediment, pet waste and trash.
These substances go directly into our waterways,
untreated, and cause a significant threat to human
health and aquatic life. A Carolina Yard strives to
reduce its stormwater “footprint” by minimizing the
amount of water and pollution running off the yard
and redirecting it to benefit the landscape.

Surf Your Watershed
Your landscape is part of a watershed. Watersheds are
areas of land that drain into a specific creek, river, lake or
ocean. Nature knows no property lines; watersheds

can be large or small, shared by neighborhoods,
counties or even states. In the United States, there
are over 2000 watersheds! Find which watershed you
live in by visiting www.epa.gov/owow/surf to access
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's Surf
Your Watershed.

What is the name of the watershed in which
you live?
______________________________________________________

What is the closest river, stream or lake to
your yard?
______________________________________________________

Organic yard debris, such as lawn clippings, can
be transported to stormwater pipes and waterways,
causing problems for you and your community. Yard
debris can clog stormwater pipes, causing flooding
and costly maintenance. As yard debris decomposes,
nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus are
released into the water and can lead to algal blooms,
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Pick Up After Pets

Unsightly algal blooms can lead to fish kills.

which are unsightly and can lead to fish kills. Recycling
your yard debris makes up part of a lawn care plan
designed to produce a healthy yard with savings in time,
energy and money. At the same time, this yard care
plan will benefit your community and the environment.
Try recycling yard debris to help prevent it from
entering storm drains. You can reuse organic debris
as mulch under trees and shrubs, or add to your
compost pile. See Recycle Yard Waste to discover
other ways to recycle organic materials in your yard.

TAKE ACTION!
Sweep grass clippings, fertilizer and
soil from driveways and streets back onto
the lawn.
Remove yard debris and trash from
street gutters so it will not get washed into
storm drains.

Recycle yard debris to help prevent it from entering storm drains.
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What are impervious surfaces and why do
I want to minimize these surfaces in my yard?

Pet waste is full of bacteria, viruses,
pathogens and parasites. When
pet waste is left on the ground,
all of the bacteria and viruses
in that pet waste are picked up
by rainwater and washed down
the storm drain into surrounding
waterways. This can cause waterways to be unsafe
for humans due to high bacteria levels. A dog’s waste
contains 2.5 times as much bacteria as a human’s!
Throw pet waste in the trash. As long as local rules
allow, pet waste can be enclosed in a plastic bag and
put in the trash. Please do not add pet waste to
your compost pile!

TAKE ACTION!
Do your duty and pick up after pets.
Properly dispose of waste in the trash.
This will help reduce bacteria.

Hazardous Materials
Some commercial products commonly used at home
have the potential to harm your health and the
environment. Some products are considered
household hazardous wastes and include, but are
not limited to, motor oil, antifreeze, paint, cleaners
and pesticides. These household hazardous wastes, if
disposed of on the ground or in the storm drain, may
pollute your drinking water or nearby stream. Check
with your county waste services to learn about how
to properly dispose of hazardous materials.
It is against the law to dispose of motor oil on the
ground. One gallon of used motor oil dumped into a
storm drain or waterway can contaminate one million
gallons of water. If motor oil has spilled or leaked on
your driveway, consider putting cat litter on the oil.
Allow the cat litter to absorb the oil and then sweep
it up and properly dispose. Always contact local
authorities if you are unsure how to handle or

Impervious surfaces, such as traditional concrete or
asphalt paving, prevent water from infiltrating the
ground. Impervious surfaces speed up the velocity of
stormwater, concentrate pollutants and debris, and
may increase water temperature. You can use gravel,
pebbles or permeable pavements, such as interlocking
pavers, and pervious concrete or asphalt in your
landscape to help manage stormwater pollution.
These porous surfaces allow precipitation and
irrigation water to infiltrate the ground instead of
becoming stormwater runoff.

TAKE ACTION!
Recycle hazardous materials in the proper recepticles.

address potentially dangerous materials or spills.
Be sure you recycle, clean up and store hazardous
materials safely. Check your car for leaks and wash it
at a car wash, or on the lawn instead of the driveway.
Look for safer alternatives, such as low-phosphorus,
biodegradable soaps that can be used and will do less
harm to the environment. Your local recycling center
may accept automotive products and some household
products such as used oil, paint and batteries.
Search the South Carolina Department of Health
and Environmental Control (SCDHEC ) website
at www.scdhec.gov/environment/lwm/recycle
and Clemson’s Carolina Clear website at
www.clemson.edu/carolinaclear for more information.

Use mulch, permeable pavers, stone,
gravel or other porous surfaces for
walkways, patios and driveways.

TAKE ACTION!
Create an at-home kit for chemical spills
and leaks. Household chemical containers
that are empty, or those filled with cat
litter or sorbent materials, should be
properly disposed of and not put out at
the curb. More information on this can be
found at the Carolina Clear website.

ABOVE: A

porous gravel
pathway.
LEFT: Interlocking
permeable pavers.
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Principle 12: Provide For Wildlife

Wildlife require four basic
elements to survive: food, water,
shelter, space.
Proper selection of plants can enhance your yard and
provide a haven for wildlife. Plants can provide shelter,
nesting sites and food. You can even select plants
that attract the types of wildlife that you would like
to see visit your yard. Plants provide food for wildlife,
like leaves and berries. You can provide food by
supplying nuts and seeds in a feeder or on a ledge.

TAKE ACTION!
Plant native plants to provide wildlife
habitat.

Native plants are attractive for native wildlife, while
invasive plants often eliminate habitat that native
insects rely on. Ideal wildlife habitats include plants
ranging widely in size and density, from small evergreen
shrubs to tall, full-grown trees, so that birds and other
animals can choose the appropriate conditions that
they need for feeding, hiding, courting and nesting.
You can use the Carolina Yards Plant Database to find
native plants that also attract wildlife to your region!

Bluebird.

We garden for many reasons, including our love of
watching plants grow, the health benefits of being
active in the outdoors and our desire to beautify our
homes and communities. We can also garden to be
stewards of the land and to better coexist with our
local ecology. With more than 600 species of animals,
South Carolina is one of the most biologically diverse
states in the Southeast, but many of our wildlife
(songbirds, butterflies, frogs, bees, etc.) are becoming

increasingly threatened due to loss of habitat. The
home gardener can help support biodiversity by providing
some of life’s essentials: food, water, shelter and space.

Water sources should be dependable to wildlife all
year long. An elevated birdbath will protect birds
from cats and other predators. A pond can be set
into the ground to provide water for drinking and
bathing for birds, and cover for small fish, frogs,
insects or reptiles. In summer heat, be sure to
replace water regularly. Use water harvested from
your rain barrel to keep water sources full.

TAKE ACTION!
Learn to identify five kinds of wildlife that
live in your yard.

List some of the wildlife that you have identified.

Wildlife need areas, or space, in which to reproduce
and rear their young. Reproductive areas provide
specific cover types that offer protection from harsh
weather and predators during vulnerable periods. For
example, mature trees offer cover for squirrels and
nesting birds. Dense shrubbery provides safe cover
for a variety of other wildlife species. Small pools and
ponds offer reproductive cover for water-dwelling
animals while rock piles or hollow trees provide safe
areas for several species of wildlife.
Wildlife also require protective shelter, or cover, to
reproduce and feed young, just as people need the
shelter of a house. Natural reproductive cover, such
as native shrubs and trees, will become available
as habitat plantings mature. However, artificial
structures, such as bird or bat houses, can be
constructed, or purchased, and placed in strategic
locations to attract wildlife or to supplement natural
nesting sites. Many areas that provide shelter can
also be used for reproductive space.

TAKE ACTION!
Keep natural wildlife shelters in your
yard that may include woodpiles and
older trees. Bugs and insects are an
important food source for other wildlife.
Provide wildlife shelters such as a bird
or bat house.

___________________________________________________________________________________
MARTY MORGANELLO

___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
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Assassin Bugs help to keep many
landscape pests at bay.

TAKE ACTION!
Provide a water source, such as a birdbath
or a pond.
A leaf-shaped bird bath.
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Pollinators
Butterflies

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail on a Purple Coneflower.

Try looking at your yard from wildlife’s point of view.

Butterflies add beauty to our yards and pollinate
plants. Butterflies are looking for two things when
they enter a garden:
nectar and host plants.
Nectar plants provide the
sweet fluid that butterflies
and other insects eat.
A host plant is a place
for a butterfly to lay eggs
and becomes food that
caterpillars eat. Butterflies,
and the plants they
depend on, prefer bright
sunny areas protected
Beautyberry.
from high winds. As you begin to plan your butterfly
garden, look for areas around your yard that have
at least six hours of sun each day where you can
provide both host and nectar plants. Visit the Garden
Like a Local section of the Carolina Yards website
when you are ready to select plants that will help you
create a successful butterfly garden.

What elements in your yard provide food for wildlife?
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

What elements in your yard provide a source of water for wildlife?
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

Does your yard provide shelter for wildlife? List both man-made and natural shelters.
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

Do you have adequate space for wildlife? Describe those spaces.
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________
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TAKE ACTION!
Establish a butterfly garden by
providing nectar and host plants for
butterflies and beneficial insects.

When treating pests in your yard, remember that
butterflies and caterpillars are insects and the use of
insecticides will kill them. See Manage Yard Pests
Responsibly section for more information on how to
safely manage insects.

Bees
Often when we think of the value of honeybees, we
think of honey, but the real value of honeybees is
pollination. The bee is a beneficial insect that produces
honey and beeswax and pollinates many plants. Three
forms of bees exist; the queen, which lays the eggs; the
drone, which mates
with the queen; and the
worker, which builds
the hive and cares for
the colony living in it.
The worker bee is also
The Squash bee is a native pollinator. gathering nectar or
pollen to take back to the colony. Bees have been
declining in population as a result of Colony Collapse
Disorder in which worker bees are abruptly disappearing
from the colony. Researchers have not determined the
exact reason(s) for the collapse, but understand that it
is a serious problem, as many agricultural crops depend
on honeybees for pollination. You can help support bee
populations in your yard simply by avoiding harsh
pesticides (see Manage Yard Pests Responsibly) and by
attracting bees to your yard. Many holly plants are good
sources of pollen for bees. We can also turn to our native
pollinators, such as the wild native bees that serve as
an alternative to honey bees. Studies have found that
the majority of flower visitors are actually native bees!

T H E T R U T H A B O U T B AT S
Bats are increasing in popularity as a desired backyard visitor. Bats
are important in nature and can consume up to 500 insects per hour,
including mosquitoes! The actual health hazard to humans is small,
since very few bats actually carry rabies. Consider providing roosting
areas, like a bat box, for bats to increase their populations in your
yard. Look to attract and protect other backyard visitors that feed on
house.
mosquitos such as dragonflies,Batdamselflies,
frogs and toads!
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Certify Your Yard
By “taking action” you earn inches toward certification.
Each action is worth two inches. If you complete at least
18 actions from this workbook, then you earn 36 inches on
the Carolina Yardstick and can certify your yard as a Carolina Yard!
Calculate your inches earned by going back through this workbook
and counting the number of actions you have achieved for each of the
12 principles. Indicate the number of actions in the spaces below.
# OF ACTIONS ACHIEVED		
_________________________

		

PRINCIPLE
Maintain Healthy Soil

_________________________ 		

Recycle Yard Waste

_________________________ 		

Mulch Matters

_________________________

		

_________________________ 		

Certified
Carolina
Yard

Right Plant, Right Place
Garden Like a Local

_________________________

		

Remove Invasives

_________________________

		

Be Wise When You Fertilize

_________________________

		

Manage Yard Pests Responsibly

_________________________

		

Water Wisely

_________________________

		

Rain As a Resource

_________________________ 		

Reduce Runoff

_________________________ 		

Provide For Wildlife

_________________________ 		

Total number of actions achieved

Total number of actions achieved x 2 inches = Grand total inches earned
x 2 inches =

GRAND TOTAL INCHES EARNED

Once you earn at least 36 inches, please visit the Carolina Yards Recognition Program at
www.clemson.edu/cy/certify. Complete the Carolina Yards Scorecard in order to receive your
official Carolina Yards Certificate. You will also be able to browse a list of certification items
that can be displayed in your yard!
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A Clemson University Cooperative Extension Service program designed
to assist and guide South Carolina homeowners in conserving water in the
landscape and in making positive changes in the environmental quality of
their yards, neighborhoods and surrounding waterways by implementing
and maintaining low impact and low maintenance yard practices.
For additional information on the suggested actions in this workbook visit
the Carolina yards website at www.clemson.edu/cy
For other gardening, lawn care and pest information, visit the
Clemson University Home and Garden Information Center website at
www.clemson.edu/hgic
For information and upcoming events focused on SC waterway
protection, please visit www.clemson.edu/carolinaclear
To find location and contact information for your local
Clemson Extension Office go to www.clemson.edu/extension/county

Clemson University Cooperative Extension Service offers its programs to people of all ages,
regardless of race, color, gender, religion, national origin, disability, political beliefs,
sexual orientation, marital or family status and is an equal opportunity employer.

