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Turf Removal Methods Comparison Guide 

Good site preparation is critical for successful plant establishment and minimizing ongoing weeds. 

Taking the time to do a thorough job will yield long-term benefits!! 

There are several options for remove existing turf in residential settings in Colorado — choosing which 

one is right for you depends on a range of factors outlined in the chart below.  

Comparison Chart 

VARIABLE SMOTHERING SOLARIZING SOD REMOVAL GLYPHOSATE 
Time Medium Slow Fast Fast 
Cost $$ $$ $$$ $ 
Weeds Won’t kill deep- 

rooted weeds 
Won’t kill deep-
rooted weeds 

Won’t remove deep-
rooted weeds 

Effective against some 
deep-rooted weeds 

Tree roots Safe for tree roots Safe for tree roots Not safe in root zone Safe for tree roots 
Sunlight N/a Need direct sunlight N/a N/a 
Organic Yes Yes-except plastic  Yes No 
Labor Medium Medium High Low 
Steep grade  No- Mulch won't 

stay in place 
Yes Yes Yes 

1. Smothering (Sheet Mulching) 

How it works 

Cover existing turf with large pieces of cardboard that overlap by 6-8” or with heavy contractor paper  

topped with 4 inches of wood mulch. Ideally, leave in place for two months or more, before planting to 

ensure turf has died (turfgrass can look dead when it is dormant). The cardboard or paper serves initially 

as a weed barrier and will break down with time. Electric scissors are helpful, especially for curved 

edges. Alternatively, skip the cardboard and apply 6-8 inches of mulch directly. 

Pros 

• Organic and chemical-free 

• Cardboard and mulch enrich soil as they decompose 

• Minimal soil disturbance - Leaves top soil in place 

• Materials are often free (free wood chip mulch) 

• Does not harm soil fauna or beneficial fungi 

Cons 

• Procuring large cardboard sheets and removing staples/tape is tedious 

• Cardboard breaks down slowly in arid climates — and often has a water-resistant coating. 

https://www.homedepot.com/p/The-Home-Depot-35-in-x-200-ft-Builders-Paper-BP35x200/328845752?MERCH=REC-_-searchViewed-_-contractor%20builder%20paper-_-1-_-n/a-_-n/a-_-n/a-_-n/a-_-n/a
https://www.amazon.com/Antive-Electric-Scissors-Cordless-Rechargeable/dp/B0BG5RRWXZ/ref=sxin_15_pa_sp_search_thematic-asin_sspa?content-id=amzn1.sym.ab2f90ad-3f8d-43ce-ac3a-7446bd8192fd%3Aamzn1.sym.ab2f90ad-3f8d-43ce-ac3a-7446bd8192fd&cv_ct_cx=electric%2Bscissors&hvadid=410002065743&hvdev=c&hvexpln=0&hvlocphy=9029123&hvnetw=g&hvocijid=15021670692888597486--&hvqmt=e&hvrand=15021670692888597486&hvtargid=kwd-298753981628&hydadcr=24658_11410762&keywords=electric%2Bscissors&mcid=16f2c63cbc8d3593b253baac51dd1d53&pd_rd_i=B0BG5RRWXZ&pd_rd_r=16105508-ff77-4717-9c6d-c724a8dac9cc&pd_rd_w=0NIdg&pd_rd_wg=G73EW&pf_rd_p=ab2f90ad-3f8d-43ce-ac3a-7446bd8192fd&pf_rd_r=RBTW6EJ8N9DKTW8BVVKA&qid=1761592675&sbo=RZvfv%2F%2FHxDF%2BO5021pAnSA%3D%3D&sr=1-3-baa1f287-65d3-41a3-a655-8bbba0531537-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9zZWFyY2hfdGhlbWF0aWM&th=1
https://getchipdrop.com/
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• Not effective against invasive or deep-rooted weeds 

• Not ideal for many low-water native plants which prefer gravel mulch 

• Can smother ground-nesting pollinators or trap emerging insects 

• Mulch may blow away in high winds or on sloped sites. 

• Thick mulch can compress into a particle board-like layer that blocks air and water circulation. 

2. Solarizing 

How it works 

In late spring or summer (temperatures consistently ≥ 80 °F), cut lawn as short as possible, water the 

area deeply, cover with 4-6 mil clear plastic (not black, it doesn’t let as much heat pass through to the 

soil as clear), trench around outside of the plastic and bury the edges in soil to seal heat in, and pull 

plastic taut to avoid air pockets. To reach high temperatures, it is important that there are no unsealed 

edges. Leave in place for 6 – 12 weeks or, ideally, a whole growing season. Tip: buy the widest plastic 

available to avoid the need to overlap plastic, if you do need to overlap, use heavy water-resistant tape 

along edge. Fence off area if needed to keep dogs and people from walking on plastic. 

You may notice weeds sprouting up under the plastic — this is good! It’s your soil’s weed seed bank 

germinating. If so, remove the plastic about every 4 weeks and hoe or rake up the newly germinated 

weeds >re-peat above process from watering on. 

Pros 

• Does not disturb soil structure 

• Kills turf and many weed seeds in top 2–4 inches 

• Dead turf creates a natural weed barrier to plant into 

Cons 

• Uses a lot of plastic 

• Effective only in full-sun sites during hot months 

• Requires long prep time (6 weeks +) 

• Will not eliminate deep-rooted weeds such as bindweed or thistle 

• Labor-intensive to trench and secure edges 

• May harm surface insects and microbes; may temporarily sterilize soil 

3a. Sod Removal (Cutting & Hauling) 

How it works 

Remove top 4 inches of turf using hand tools or a sod cutter. 

Irrigate, wait for regrowth, and then weed or spot treat with herbicide before planting. Do not leave soil 

bare (i.e., un-mulched) for more than a few weeks to avoid weed seeds blowing in to a site that is 

perfectly primed for them. 

https://www.homedepot.com/p/HDX-10-ft-x-100-ft-Clear-4-mil-Plastic-Sheeting-CFHD0410C/204711635
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Pros 

• Immediate, visible results 

• Can be done year-round (weather permitting) 

Cons 

• Disturbs soil and exposes dormant weed seeds previously suppressed by turfgrass. 

• Removes topsoil; compost replacement may be needed 

• Turf can regrow from root fragments 

• Labor-intensive and requires sod disposal— which is expensive  

• Risk of root damage around trees 

• Higher carbon footprint (equipment + hauling) 

• Deep-rooted weeds survive 

3b. Sod Removal (Cutting & Flipping) 

How it works 

• Same as above, but instead of hauling away removed turf, flip it grass-side down on top of the 

soil. Ideally, let cut sod dry in sun for 2-3 weeks before flipping. Cover with plastic in rainy 

season to prevent regrowth 

Pros 

• No hauling or composting needed 

• Preserves topsoil 

• Flipped sod acts as a weed barrier 

Cons 

• Labor- and time-intensive 

• Risk of regrowth in damp conditions 

• Exposes weed seeds that are in cut layer of sod 

4. Chemical Removal (Glyphosate) 

How it works 

Spray turf while it is actively growing. You may no see results right away — turf dies in about two 

weeks; a second application may suppress weeds that emerge after the the turf —which previously 

suppressed them — has died. 

Glyphosate moves into roots and kills plants systemically. Note: Always wear personal protective gear 

and follow label instructions when using chemical pesticides. 
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Pros 

• Low labor and minimal soil disturbance 

• No turf disposal required (reduced carbon footprint) 

• Cost- and time-efficient 

• Won’t harm tree roots 

• Dead turf roots decompose in place, improving soil structure 

• Entry to areas treated with glyphosate is generally considered safe after 24 hours 

Cons 

• Not organic; potential toxicity to pollinators and humans (The World Health Organization 

classified Glyphosate as “probably carcinogenic.”) 

• Drift or runoff risk (glyphosate is less volatile than many herbicides) 

• May harm beneficial fungi and microbes  

• Won’t eliminate all deep-rooted weeds 

• Can alter soil microbiota balance, sometimes increasing microbial activity after decay 

Note: In 2024, Roundup was reformulated —without any labeling indicating new ingredients—to 

replace the active ingredient Glyphosate with a combination of 4 active ingredients that are more 

volatile, more persistent, linked to a variety of harms to human health, and more toxic to pollinators, 

earthworms and fish. These chemicals are considered 45 times more harmful to human health than 

Glyphosate.  

 

 

 

Recommended Resource: 

For detailed, research-backed comparisons of organic site-preparation methods, visit: 

Xerces Society – Organic Site Preparation for Wildflower Establishment. Note that this guide is geare 

towards farmland rather than residential settings.  

https://xerces.org/sites/default/files/publications/13-053_web-screen.pdf
https://foe.org/news/new-roundup-weedkiller-45-times-more-toxic/
https://foe.org/news/new-roundup-weedkiller-45-times-more-toxic/
https://www.xerces.org/sites/default/files/2018-05/16-027_02_XercesSoc_Organic-Site-Preparation-for-Wildflower-Establishment_web.pdf

