
The yard that comes with a new house can feel like a bonus room you did not tour closely enough. On closing
day, the lawn looks fine, the shrubs seem healthy, and the flower beds appear manageable. Then the first hot
spell hits, or a heavy rain exposes drainage problems, or a fast-growing hedge starts pressing against the siding.
That is usually when new homeowners realize landscape maintenance is less about keeping things pretty and
more about protecting an investment.

A well-kept landscape does several jobs at once. It supports drainage, reduces wear on hard surfaces, shades
parts of the home, improves curb appeal, and keeps small problems from turning into expensive repairs. Poor
maintenance can do the opposite. I have seen overwatered foundation beds rot trim boards, neglected gutters
dump water into planting areas until roots failed, and enthusiastic weekend pruning ruin the structure of young
trees for years.

The good news is that most early mistakes are preventable. New homeowners do not need a horticulture degree
or a truck full of commercial equipment. They need a practical understanding of what to leave alone, what to
watch closely, and what to do on a consistent schedule.

Start by observing before you start changing
One of the most common mistakes is redesigning the yard before living with it for a full season. The previous
owner may have made poor plant choices, but they may also have understood something you do not know yet. A
particular shrub may be screening a harsh wind. A low corner of the yard may stay damp after storms. A bed that
looks sparse in spring may fill out by midsummer.

For the first few months, take notes. Notice where water sits after rain, which areas dry out first, where the
strongest afternoon sun lands, and how much maintenance each section seems to need. Pay attention to traffic
patterns too. If everyone cuts across the same corner of the lawn to reach the garage, that is valuable
information. It may tell you where turf will thin or where a future path would make sense.

Photographs help more than people expect. A monthly photo from the same angle gives you a record of growth,
stress, and problem spots. It also helps when you are standing in a garden center wondering whether that
struggling hydrangea is getting too much sun or too little.

Do learn your yard’s bones
The real framework of a landscape is not the annual color or the fresh mulch. It is the grade, the soil, the
irrigation setup, the mature trees, and the permanent hardscape. When those elements work, routine
maintenance is easier. When they do not, cosmetic fixes rarely hold up.

If your home came with an irrigation system, learn each zone before you trust it. Run every zone manually and
check what it covers. It is common to Landscape Maintenance find sprinkler heads aimed at sidewalks, driplines
buried too deeply, or one zone watering full sun turf and shaded beds at the same rate. That mismatch wastes
water and creates plant stress. Many first-time owners assume irrigation equals proper care. It often does not.

Soil matters just as much. In clay-heavy soils, water tends to move slowly and roots can suffocate if you irrigate
too often. In sandy soils, water drains quickly and nutrients wash through faster. You do not need a lab test on
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day one, but you should at least get a basic sense of drainage. Dig a small hole, fill it with water, and see how
quickly it drains. If it stays wet for a long time, that affects everything from lawn care to planting choices.

Mature trees deserve special attention. Large shade trees can add real value to a property, but they can also hide
deferred maintenance. Look for exposed roots that may be getting damaged by mowers, branches rubbing the
roof, or mulch piled high against the trunk. If a large tree has dead limbs, fungal growth at the base, or a sudden
lean, that is a good time to call a certified arborist rather than guessing.

Don’t mow like you are trying to punish the grass
New homeowners often inherit one lawn habit from neighbors or family without questioning it: mow short so
you can mow less often. That usually backfires. Scalping turf weakens root systems, exposes soil to heat, and
invites weeds. Most lawns perform better when no more than about one-third of the blade height is removed at
a time. The exact height depends on the turf type, but as a rule, slightly taller grass is healthier grass.

Sharp mower blades matter more than many people realize. A dull blade tears instead of cuts, leaving ragged
edges that dry out and make the lawn look pale or stressed. If your grass looks frayed or brown a day after
mowing, blade sharpness is one of the first things to check.

Clippings are usually better left on the lawn unless they are so heavy that they smother the grass. They break
down quickly and return nutrients to the soil. Bagging every time creates more work and removes material the
lawn can use.

There is also a timing issue. Mowing during the hottest part of the day places extra stress on turf, especially in
summer. Early morning or late afternoon is easier on the grass and on the person pushing the mower.

Water deeply, not constantly
If there is one habit that separates healthy landscapes from struggling ones, it is sensible watering. Overwatering
is at least as common as underwatering, especially with new homeowners who are trying to be attentive. They
see wilting in the afternoon, assume everything is thirsty, and start watering daily. In many climates, that trains
roots to stay shallow and makes plants less resilient.

Deep, less frequent watering encourages roots to reach down. The right frequency depends on your soil,
weather, plant type, and season, but the pattern is broadly useful. Lawns generally prefer a thorough soak that
penetrates the root zone, then time to dry somewhat before the next watering. Shrubs and trees often need less
frequent but deeper irrigation than turf.

Containers are the major exception. Pots dry out much faster than in-ground plantings, especially in heat or wind.
A porch planter may need water every day during a hot stretch while a nearby shrub in the ground does not need
any supplemental water at all.

A simple screwdriver test works well in the real world. Push a long screwdriver into the soil. If it slides in easily,
moisture is probably adequate. If the soil is hard and resistant a few inches down, it may be time to water. This
low-tech check is often more useful than watering by habit.

Mulch helps, but too much causes trouble
Mulch is one of the best tools in landscape maintenance when used correctly. It moderates soil temperature,
reduces evaporation, suppresses weeds, and gives beds a finished appearance. But mulch is often overapplied.



The classic mistake is the “mulch volcano,” where material is piled against the trunk of a tree. That traps moisture,
encourages rot, and can lead to girdling roots over time.

A moderate layer is enough in most beds. Think coverage, not mounding. Keep mulch pulled back slightly from
tree trunks and the crowns of shrubs and perennials. If an area already has several inches of old mulch that has
compacted into a mat, adding more on top may make conditions worse. In that case, thinning or refreshing is
better than simply piling on.

The type of mulch matters less than proper use, though there are trade-offs. Shredded bark stays put better on
slopes. Pine straw is lightweight and works well in some regions, especially under trees. Rock mulch can be
effective in the right design, but it reflects heat and can become a long-term burden if plantings change later. I
have seen homeowners save a weekend by choosing decorative stone, then spend years fighting overheated
roots and trapped debris.

Prune with a purpose, not just for tidiness
Many new homeowners inherit overgrown shrubs and immediately cut everything into neat round shapes. It
looks clean for a week or two, but it often creates denser outer growth and a bare interior. Over time, that means
bigger shrubs, more frequent trimming, and poorer flowering.

Good pruning starts with a reason. Are you removing dead wood, improving airflow, correcting shape, preventing
contact with the house, or managing size? Once you know the goal, the cuts become more thoughtful. Thinning
cuts, which remove selected branches back to a point of origin, often produce a more natural and durable result
than shearing the outside surface.

Timing matters. Spring-flowering shrubs commonly set their buds on old wood, so heavy pruning at the wrong
moment can remove the next season’s flowers. Summer-flowering shrubs are often more forgiving. Trees have
their own timing considerations depending on species, disease pressure, and climate. If you are uncertain,
restraint is safer than aggressive cutting.

This is especially true near the house. Shrubs jammed tightly against siding may look lush, but they trap moisture,
restrict airflow, and make pest problems harder to spot. Pulling plant material back a bit can protect both the
plants and the structure.

The first-year maintenance priorities that pay off
A new homeowner does not need to perfect every bed in the first season. Focus on the jobs that prevent damage
and create stability.

Check drainage after every major rain and correct obvious water flow problems early.

Keep mulch away from trunks, stems, siding, and foundation vents.

Inspect irrigation zones monthly during the growing season.

Prune only what is dead, damaged, diseased, or physically causing a problem.

Feed the soil and plants cautiously, not automatically.

That last point deserves a closer look. Fertilizer is often treated like a universal fix, but it is not. A struggling plant
may have a water issue, poor siting, root damage, or compacted soil. Adding fertilizer to an already stressed plant
can push weak growth or burn roots if misapplied. It is smarter to diagnose first. Many established shrubs and
trees need little to no routine feeding if they are healthy and growing in reasonably good soil.



Don’t ignore weeds until they become a project
Weeds are easiest to manage when they are small and scattered. Once they go to seed or establish deep roots,
the work expands fast. This is one of those areas where a few minutes each week beats a full Saturday every
month.

The key is consistency. Pulling a handful while walking the yard with a hose or after mowing sounds minor, but it
prevents escalation. Weeds along fence lines, around air conditioning pads, and in gravel edges often get
overlooked first. Those areas then become seed sources for the rest of the yard.

There is also a judgment call with weed barriers and landscape fabric. In some applications, fabric can help,
especially under certain hardscape installations. In planting beds, it often creates more problems than it solves.
Organic matter settles on top, weed seeds germinate anyway, and the fabric becomes tangled with roots over
time. Removing or reworking those beds a few years later can be miserable.

Mulch, plant density, and regular hand weeding usually outperform quick fixes in residential beds. If chemical
control is used, it should be targeted and appropriate to the weed type and location. Spraying broadly on a
windy day near ornamentals is one of the faster ways to create a second problem while trying to solve the first.

Lawn edges, hedges, and the temptation to over-maintain
There is a point where maintenance starts looking sharp, and another point where it looks forced. New
homeowners often swing too far in one direction. They either let everything drift because they are overwhelmed,
or they trim constantly because they want immediate order.

Crisp edges along beds and walks do make a yard look cared for, but they do not need weekly obsession.
Hedges can define spaces beautifully, but if a hedge needs aggressive cutting several times each season just to
stay in bounds, it may be the wrong plant in the wrong place. That is a design problem disguised as a
maintenance problem.

I once worked with a homeowner who spent nearly every other weekend trimming a row of fast-growing shrubs
under front windows. The shrubs were healthy. The issue was that they naturally wanted to mature two feet taller
and wider than the space allowed. Replacing them felt expensive at first, but it ended up saving years of labor
and frustration. Good landscape maintenance sometimes means admitting that a plant is not suitable and
moving on.

Seasonal judgment matters more than a rigid calendar
People naturally want a schedule, and schedules help, but yards do not follow the same rhythm every year. A cool
wet spring delays some tasks and accelerates others. A dry fall can turn routine planting into an irrigation
challenge. Landscape maintenance works best when you treat the calendar as a guide rather than a law.

Spring is the time to inspect winter damage, refresh beds, and tune irrigation.

Summer calls for close attention to water stress, mowing height, and pest pressure.

Fall is ideal for cleanup, selective planting, and preparing turf and beds for dormancy.

Winter is when structure becomes visible, making it easier to assess pruning and drainage.

Any season can reveal a bigger issue if you walk the property after extreme weather.

That last habit is one of the most valuable. After a hard storm, go outside. Look for standing water, exposed
roots, fallen limbs, washed-out mulch, and downspout discharge problems. Those observations often tell you



more about your landscape than routine sunny-day maintenance ever will.

Know when to call a professional
A lot of home landscape work is completely manageable for an attentive owner. Mowing, weeding, watering,
light pruning, mulching, and basic seasonal cleanup are all reasonable DIY tasks. But there are limits, and
respecting them saves money in the long run.

Large tree work is near the top of the list. If a branch could hit a roof, power line, fence, or person, that is not a
casual weekend project. Drainage corrections can also become more complex than they appear. A soggy corner
might be solved with grading and downspout extension, or it might reflect a larger runoff pattern affecting
neighboring properties. Missteps there can be costly.

Irrigation repairs fall somewhere in the middle. Replacing a clogged spray head is usually straightforward.
Reworking pressure problems, valve issues, or coverage design is another matter. The same goes for hardscape
settling, retaining walls, and recurring lawn disease. A professional diagnosis can prevent repeated spending on
the wrong solution.

When hiring out, look for someone who talks about process and site conditions, not just appearance. The best
landscapers and arborists ask how water moves, what sun exposure the area gets, how long the issue has been
developing, and what maintenance level you actually want. Anyone promising a universal fix in a first glance
should make you cautious.

The smartest approach is steady, not heroic
New homeowners often imagine one big cleanup day will solve everything. In practice, landscapes respond
better to regular attention than heroic effort. Thirty minutes spent each week noticing changes, pulling a few
weeds, checking moisture, and trimming a stray branch does more good than a frantic overhaul once every two
months.

That steadiness also improves your judgment. You start to recognize what is normal for your property. You learn
which bed dries first, which patch of lawn struggles in midsummer, which shrub leafs out later than the others
and is not actually dead. Those observations are the difference between reacting and managing.

A yard does not need to look like a botanical garden to be well maintained. It needs healthy plants, sensible
water use, clear access, safe trees, stable soil, and enough order that problems do not hide. For a new
homeowner, that is the real target. Not perfection, just competence applied consistently. That is how landscapes
mature well, and how houses avoid the quiet damage that neglected planting beds and lawn edges can cause
over time.
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FAQ About Landscape Maintenance

What is landscape maintenance?

Landscape maintenance is the ongoing care, cleaning, and upkeep of outdoor green spaces to keep them
healthy, safe, and attractive.

Is $100 an hour too much for landscape work?

An hourly rate of $100 is not too much for specialized or professional landscape work, though it sits at the higher
end of the standard pricing spectrum.

How much do landscapers charge for maintenance?

For professional landscaping maintenance, homeowners typically pay $100 to $410 per month for recurring
services, or an hourly labor rate of $50 to $100 per hour per crew member.


