
How to Prepare Your Yard for Artificial Turf

Why Ground Preparation Matters for Artificial Turf
Getting a new synthetic lawn is exciting. But the success of the project depends almost
entirely on what happens before the first roll of turf is laid. Rushing through the groundwork is
the fastest way to end up with bumps, poor drainage, and a surface that does not last. Proper
turf installation preparation sets the stage for a stable, attractive, and long-lasting result.

The process is not complicated, but it does require attention to detail. You are essentially
building a foundation that will support the turf and everything that happens on top of it.
Whether you are planning a small pet area or a full backyard makeover, the steps are the same.
Getting them right makes all the difference.

Assessing Your Site and Marking the Area
Start by taking a good look at the space where the turf will go. Note the slope, the type of
existing grass or soil, and any obstacles like sprinkler heads, utility covers, or tree roots. You
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will need to remove all of these before you begin. Mark the boundaries of the installation area
with spray paint or stakes and string. This gives you a clear zone to work within and helps you
estimate how much base material you will need.

Pay attention to how water currently moves across the yard. If you have low spots where
puddles form after rain, those areas will need extra attention during grading. The goal is to
create a surface that slopes away from your house and any other structures, directing water
where you want it to go. A gentle slope of about one percent is usually enough for good
drainage.

Removing Existing Grass and Vegetation
Once the area is marked, the first physical task is clearing the site. This means stripping away
the existing grass, weeds, and any topsoil that contains organic matter. Sod cutters are a
common tool for this job. They slice under the grass and roll it up, leaving a bare dirt surface.
For smaller areas, a sharp spade and some elbow grease work just as well.

After the grass is gone, you need to dig down to a depth that allows for the base layers.
Depending on your climate and the intended use of the turf, you typically excavate between
three and four inches. For areas that will see heavy foot traffic or support furniture, going a bit
deeper is wise. The excavation should be uniform across the entire area, with the final surface
sloping as planned.

Dealing With Weeds and Unwanted Growth



Even after you pull out the visible vegetation, weed seeds and roots remain in the soil. To stop
them from pushing up through the turf later, apply a non-selective herbicide a week or two
before you start the base work. Follow the product instructions carefully. This step is not
always required, but it gives you an extra layer of insurance against future weed problems.

Some people prefer to skip chemicals and rely on a weed barrier fabric instead. That fabric is a
good idea regardless, but it works best when the soil underneath is as weed-free as possible.
Combining both approaches gives you the strongest defense. The key is to think ahead: once
the turf is down, dealing with weeds becomes much harder.

Building the Base: Sub-Base Preparation and Compaction
The base layer is the backbone of the entire installation. Sub-base preparation involves
spreading and compacting a crushed stone or gravel mix that provides drainage and stability.
Common materials include decomposed granite, crushed limestone, or a Class II road base.
The particles should be angular rather than round, because angular stones lock together when
compacted, creating a firm surface that resists shifting.

Spread the base material in layers. A common approach is to add two inches at a time, then
compact it with a plate compactor. Ramming the full depth at once can leave soft pockets. By
building up gradually, you ensure every part of the base is dense and uniform. The compactor
should pass over the entire surface several times, overlapping each pass slightly. Pay extra
attention to edges and corners, where compaction is easy to miss.

Good compaction prevents the turf from sinking or developing dips over time. It also helps
water flow through the base rather than pooling on top. If the base is not compacted properly,
you will notice soft spots when you walk on the finished lawn. Those spots only get worse as
the turf settles.

Grading for Proper Drainage
Grading is the process of shaping the base so that water runs off instead of sitting on the
surface. After the base is compacted, check the slope with a long level or a string line. The
finished turf should follow the same slope as the base. If you have low areas, add more base
material and compact again until the surface is smooth and even.



For areas that need extra drainage, you can install a perforated pipe or a French drain along the
low side of the slope. This is especially useful if your yard has heavy clay soil or if the turf will
sit in a spot that naturally collects water. The pipe carries excess water away from the base,
keeping the turf dry and clean.

Installing a Weed Barrier and Edging
Once the base is graded and compacted, lay down a weed barrier fabric over the entire area.
This fabric allows water to pass through while blocking sunlight and preventing weeds from
growing up into the turf. Overlap the seams by at least six inches and secure the fabric with
landscape staples every few feet. The fabric should sit flat against the base, with no wrinkles
or bubbles.

Edging is another critical part of turf installation preparation. It holds the turf in place and
keeps the base material from spreading out at the edges. Common edging materials include
pressure-treated lumber, plastic landscape edging, or galvanized steel strips. The edging
should be set slightly below the final turf height so that the grass blends smoothly with
walkways or garden beds. Secure the edging with stakes driven into the ground, making sure it
is level and firmly anchored.

Adding the Final Layer and Infill Material
Before laying the turf, some installers add a thin layer of silica sand or fine decomposed
granite on top of the base. This layer helps create a smooth surface and fills any tiny gaps in
the aggregate. It also provides a cushion that protects the turf backing from sharp stones.
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Spread the sand evenly and compact it one last time. The final surface should be firm, smooth,
and free of debris.

After the turf is laid and seamed, infill material is brushed into the fibers. Infill weighs down the
turf, keeps the blades upright, and provides a bit of cushioning. Common infill options include
silica sand, rubber crumb, or a blend of both. The type and amount of infill depend on the turf
product and how the area will be used. For pet areas, an antimicrobial infill helps control odors.
For putting greens, a finer sand allows for truer ball roll. Spread the infill evenly and use a
power broom or a stiff push broom to work it into the fibers.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them
One frequent mistake is skimping on the base depth. A thin base might save time and material
upfront, but it will lead to settling and unevenness as the ground shifts. Another error is failing
to compact the base thoroughly, especially in the center of the area where the plate compactor
might bounce. Always do a final walk over the compacted base to check for soft spots before
you lay the fabric.

Poor drainage is another common issue. If the base is not sloped correctly or if the weed
barrier fabric is too thick, water can get trapped under the turf. This leads to a spongy feel and
can cause the turf to degrade faster. Test the drainage by spraying a hose on the finished base
before laying the turf. Water should run off quickly and not form puddles.

Finally, do not forget to account for the thickness of the turf itself when setting the edging and
base height. The finished surface should be flush with surrounding hardscapes or slightly



below them. Measuring twice and cutting once applies to turf work just as much as to
carpentry.

Putting It All Together
Taking the time to do proper turf installation preparation pays off in a lawn that looks good and
holds up for years. Each step, from clearing the site to compacting the base to installing the
edging, builds on the one before it. Cutting corners anywhere in the process creates problems
that are difficult to fix later. With careful planning and a methodical approach, you can create a
synthetic lawn that meets your needs and looks natural in your landscape.


