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MEMORANDUM 
 
To:   Groundwater Advisory Council   
From:   H. Bokuniewicz   
Re:   Minutes of the meeting 10 May 2010  
Date:   May 27, 2010  
   
 
 PRESENT       REGRETS  
 
R. Alvey       M. Alarcon  
N. Bartilucci       S. Colabufo 
H. Bokuniewicz      L. Koppelman  
F. Castelli       R. Liebe   
S. Jones        R. Mazza   
E. O’Brien         M. Nofi    
D. Paquette        K. Willis   
A. Rapiejko        
K. Roberts         
W. Spitz          
S. Terracciano         
M. Trent  
C. Young  
 
 

1. Minutes of the meeting of 10 May were distributed.  Editorial revisions had been made.  
There were no further comments.  

 
2. Frank Castelli and Elyse O’Brien (Suffolk County Department of Environment and 

Energy) discussed the county’s nitrogen-reduction initiative which went into effect in 
January 2009.  The intention is to reduce fertilizer applications by 10 to 25%.  
Application of fertilizer is prohibited between 1 November and 1 April.  There is a 
provision for $1000 fines for violations.  On county property, fertilizer can only be 
applied on golf courses, the farm, newly sodded or seeded areas, and athletic fields at 
other times of the year.  

 
A turf management class is required for contractors to be certified.  Eleven classes have 
been given since January 2009 and the twelfth class was planned for May 24th.  About 
1100 contractors have been certified so far.  The classes will be given, in part, by the 
Cornell Cooperative Extension and in part, by other professional groups, like the Turf 
Management of NY.  Signs and brochures describing the nitrogen-reduction initiative are 
to be put in retail outlets.  Brochures and signs should be sent to stores, perhaps, the week 
after this meeting and a web-site has been set up by Cornell.  The site will not only 
provide information on “Healthy lawns” but allow visitors to complete a survey and get a 
free kit for pH testing.  It can be found at:  
 

  http://suffolkcountyny.gov/healthylawns 

http://suffolkcountny.gov/healthylawns�
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Cornell University is also preparing a “turf module” of best management practices for 
fertilizer applications but it is not yet finalized.  The turf module categorizes lawns into 
low, medium and high maintenance.  The low maintenance lawns are referred to as Low 
Impact Sustainable Turfgrass or LIST.  LIST might be mowed two or three times in a 
season.  They would use native landscaping and less than one pound of fertilizer or less 
per 1000 square feet per year.  These are not typical in Suffolk County.  The medium-
maintenance lawns would use two pounds of fertilizer per 1000 square feet per year and 
mowed every two or three weeks.  High maintenance lawns would use four pounds of 
fertilizer per 1000 square feet per year and be mowed every one to two weeks.   

 
As part of this process, Cornell has conducted a literature review.  Cold season grasses 
take up the most nitrogen in the spring and fall.  Recommendations will likely include a 
practice of overseeding and light fertilizer applications in the spring (0.5 pounds per 1000 
square feet per year) and 1 to 2 pounds in the fall to increase shoot density.  More 
frequent applications of small (0.5 pounds per 1000 square feet) are preferred.  If 
fertilizer is reduced to below one pound per 1000 square feet per year, however, the turf 
can become sparse leading to less uptake of nitrogen and more leaching.  The Suffolk 
County Water Authority is experimenting with a “no-mow” mix but it is too early to see 
how it does in dry weather.   
 
About half of the 31 golf courses on the east end have agreed to implement the best 
management practices defined by Cornell.  This may limit applications to three pounds of 
nitrogen per 1000 square feet per year.  It was pointed out that three pounds of fertilizer 
per 1000 square feet corresponds to 130 pounds per acre.  Any restrictions are unlikely to 
be overly prohibitive especially since a mechanism for enforcement is not in place.  
 
Some contractors have complained about the window starting on 1 November but, other 
than that, there does not seem to have been much opposition to the program.  However, 
perhaps, few people are aware of it yet.  (Most contractors are aware of the program and 
did initially complain about having to take the course.  We believe that many 
homeowners were not yet aware of the law when we had the meeting on the 10th.  
However, signs and brochures did go out to retail locations on the 14th so we now believe 
that many more homeowners now know about the law as opposed to when the meeting 
was held).  Although fertilizer is not to be applied between 1 November and 1 April, it 
still can be purchased.  Applications may have been low this year because there was so 
much rain in March.  Water usage has been down due to the wet weather.  (Turf needs 
only one inch of water per week).   
 
The program is concerned with nitrogen input but other compounds would be involved.  
Organic fertilizers, for example, tend to have higher levels of perchlorate and 
phosphorous concentrations can vary among different types of fertilizer.  There are no 
drinking water standards for phosphorous.  
 
An annual report is to be compiled on fertilizer sales in July 2010.  It was pointed out that 
the annual reporting is for sales not applications.  Values were only available for 2007 
from Ag and Markets.  There is no monitoring of usage but perhaps the rule needs to be 
amended for reporting to the county.  
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3. The Suffolk County Department of Health Services had received a few comments from 
the last meeting of the Steering Committee to the Comprehensive Water Management 
Study.  A draft will be presented to the Steering Committee in about a month and a final 
would be expected about a month or two later.  This will be the final version; there is no 
formal adoption procedure.   

 
4. Since 2001, we (LIGRI) have been monitoring nitrogen in the vadose zone under 

turfgrass using lysimeters.  The first site was established on the lawn of the SCWA in 
Oakdale and at a lawn at Stony Brook University.  Subsequently, sites in East Hampton, 
Coram, Hauppauge, and Huntington were added.  Results had been published in Jennie 
Munster’s thesis and elsewhere (Munster, J., 2004, Evaluating nitrate sources in Suffolk 
County groundwater, Long Island, New York: Masters Thesis, Stony Brook University, 
Stony Brook, NY, 88 pp; Munster, J., 2008, Nonpoint sources of nitrate and perchlorate 
in urban land use to groundwater, Suffolk County, NY.  Ph.D. Dissertation.  Stony Brook 
University, Stony Brook, NY, 124pp; Munster, J., Hanson, G.N., Petrovic, A.M., and 
Bokuniewicz, H., 2006, Evaluating nitrate leaching between diverse turfgrass sites: 
Northeastern Geology and Environmental Sciences, v. 28, p. 368-377; Schuchman, P., 
2001, The Fate of Nitrogenous Fertilizer Applied to differing Turfgrass Systems. Masters 
thesis, Stony Brook University, Stony Brook, NY).  The most recent results can be found 
in a report to the USGS and Cornell covering the last sampling in 2009.   

 
On average, concentrations of soil water N-NO3 collected at 100 cm beneath lawns 
treated with chemical fertilizer was higher than soil water collected beneath lawns treated 
with organic fertilizer or no fertilizer.  Water collected beneath lawns treated with organic 
fertilizer were routinely found to be above the EPA drinking water standard of 10 mg/L 
even though these sites received less than a third the amount of nitrogen as the lawns 
treated with chemical fertilizer.  However, the likelihood of concentrations of soil-water 
at one meter to exceed 10 ppm was lower for sites treated with organic fertilizer than it is 
for sites treated with chemical fertilizer, but the use of organic fertilizer alone does not 
guarantee lower nitrate concentrations or that the use of turfgrass fertilization alone may 
not raise groundwater concentrations above the drinking water standard for nitrate. 
 
Funding for the lysimeter sampling has lapsed.  The instruments are still in place, but 
only functioning at two sites.  If support can be found, monitoring could continue at these 
two locations but additional funding would be needed to repair and reactivate the other 
sites.  In light of the nitrogen-reduction program, it may be worth consideration of 
installing lysimeters, perhaps, on county golf courses, to document the effectiveness of 
best management practices.  
   

5. The USGS well data that we looked at during the last meeting can be found at    
http://wdr.water.usgs.gov/nwisgmap/index.html?MapCenterX=-

75.20&MapCenterY=42.80&MapZoom=7 
   

If you’re just looking for well water-levels, Steve advises users to be sure to zoom in 
sufficiently to reduce the number of wells drawn, and to check groundwater sites "on" 
and surface water sites "off".  The synoptic survey of water levels in over 500 wells has 
been done.  Record water levels were found in Suffolk County but not prevalent in 
Nassau County where pre-sewering levels were still higher.  The water-table contour 
maps and the depth-to-water-tables map will be available on-line soon.  This afternoon, 
the USGS will be holding a webinar on USGS water quality results for public supply 
wells.   

http://wdr.water.usgs.gov/nwisgmap/index.html?MapCenterX=-75.20&MapCenterY=42.80&MapZoom=7�
http://wdr.water.usgs.gov/nwisgmap/index.html?MapCenterX=-75.20&MapCenterY=42.80&MapZoom=7�
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6. The next meeting will be on Monday, June 7 at the offices of Dvirka and Bartilucci in 

Woodbury.  
 
HB/ed 
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