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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

  TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

LAWN CARE IN SUMMER HEAT

By Maryellen Sherman, Master Gardener Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

August will be the second straight month of daytime heat averaging between 93 and 95 degrees, and sometimes higher with nightly lows around 75 degrees. Rainfall will be scarce in August unless a tropical storm arrives during the month. Also, the wonderful breezes we are so used to disappear and thus the air circulation is poor. This is the time we need to watch our lawns and our plants for stress.

LAWNS:  Hot weather is not a problem for our southern turf grasses if they have adequate soil moisture. Many people water their lawns too little and too often. Maintain a healthy lawn and minimizing water use by providing a good soaking as infrequently as you can. Apply one inch of water to the lawn as rapidly as possible without runoff. You can measure the amount of water you are putting down by using a clean, small, tuna fish can. Place the cans in each station of your irrigation system and run it for thirty minutes. Check the cans to see if they have one inch of water in them. If not, run the irrigation system again, and measure again. Brief sprinkling cycles just wet the grass blades and thatch. Most of that water ends up evaporating rather than moving into the soil where it can benefit the turf in the days to come. Your goal should be to encourage healthy grass with a deep root system. 

Turfgrass damage should be diagnosed as soon as possible. Damage is often blamed on diseases or insects when climate, environmental conditions, or cultural practices are the real causes. Following are brief descriptions of some common diseases of warm-season grasses and some control suggestions. 

FUNGUS: Brownpatch is one of several fungal diseases that can thrive in stressed turf. Brown patches occur primarily in the fall; by next spring the lawn will green-up again, but the fungus spores are still there. Watering grass in early morning allows blades to dry out before evening and helps prevent the growth of fungi. Over watering allows the fungi to grow rapidly in the constantly wet soil. Less frequent, deeper watering is recommended by turf specialists. Several fungicides are on the market for use against brownpatch and are very effective. Be sure “brownpatch” is specified on the label, and follow the directions.

IRON CHLOROSIS: This problem occurs most often in grass such as St. Augustine, but also affects flowers, citrus trees, peach trees and various shade trees. When leaf blades of the grass are showing chlorosis, the grass blade becomes striped green and yellow or completely yellow and is parallel to the mid-vein of the leaf. Soil tests may show the soil has plenty of iron, but because of high alkalinity the iron is not available for the plant to use. Prevention of iron chlorosis includes soil treatment to make iron accessible to plants. Adding large amounts of well-rotted organic matter such as cow manure or compost over the affected area will help. Also, the addition of iron sulfate or iron chelates, which hold iron in an available form for plant use helps to control chlorosis. Before using iron compounds, be sure the yellowing is due to iron deficiency by doing a soil test.

ST. AUGUSTINE DECLINE: (SAD) is a virus that causes a chlorotic mottling or striping of the turf grasses and is often confused with iron chlorosis. Lawns affected with SAD will respond to fertilization, but the symptoms remain. Early fall and late spring applications of complete fertilizer and summer applications of iron will help maintain good color of SAD infected lawns.

The SAD virus can be transmitted by mowing equipment, edgers or other tools. Mowing companies can transmit the virus from an infected lawn to a healthy lawn by using the same equipment. Cleaning the equipment with a 10% bleach solution will help prevent the spread of the virus. However, planting a resistant variety of St. Augustine grass is the best way to control it. Plug the resistant variety; such as Floratam, Floralawn, Raleigh and Seville; into the existing lawn on 2- or 3-foot centers. The resistant grass will crowd out the diseased grass in about a year’s time. There are no chemical controls for SAD.

Avoid applying weed killers to St. Augustine grass in the summer season. These products can stress St. Augustine resulting in an increase in some disease problems. The best way to manage weeds is by building a healthy, dense turf grass over time with regular mowing, proper watering and moderate fertilizing. Your mower blades should be set at the highest setting. Keeping your grass at a longer length will help it retain moisture. You want to prevent run-off caused by excess watering, which then pollutes the bays with fertilizers and pesticides and in turn kills the fish and sea grasses. 

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

