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Spring Lawn Care
By Todd L. Cutting, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Now is the time to get your lawn, that first impression of your home, in shape for the coming growing season.  Even though the St. Augustine and Bermuda grass is dormant, what you do now will ensure a beautiful lawn this summer, or a ragged one.

Get your soil tested.  This takes about two weeks to get the results.  Aransas County‘s AgriLife Extension office at 892 Airport Road has sample bags, the submission forms and instructions.  All you have to provide is the soil, shipping and a modest fee ($10.00) per sample.  Shipping costs approximately $5.00 at the post office to get the sample to the Soil Testing Laboratory at Texas A&M in College Station.

If you use well water to irrigate your lawn, garden or landscape plantings you should get that tested also.  This costs $20.00 per sample.  It goes to the same place as the soil sample.  St. Augustine and Bermuda grass can tolerate relatively high salt levels, but there are limits.  Landscape plantings and vegetables are not nearly as tolerant.  Your water may be saltier than you think because of our several years of drought.  A plastic baby bottle is the recommended container to ship the sample.  The sample submission form is available at the county AgriLife Extension Office.  A soil sample and a water sample will fit in the same post office box.

Winter annual broadleaved weeds should be attacked now, before they go to seed.  Those dark green patches that you see in your neighbor’s lawn are the enemy to your perfect turf.  Post emergent broad-leaved herbicides containing the active ingredient, 2,4-D will kill most of them.  As your turfgrass is dormant, you do not need to worry so much about injuring it.  2,4-D has a short soil residual of about three weeks in which it will inhibit seed germination, so you will also get a short period of pre-emergence control of late germinating winter weeds or early germinating spring weeds.  2,4-D does not control grassy weeds. Remember, a pesticide label is the law and must be followed.
Sandburs (stickers) are our worst annual grass weed.  Not only do they make the lawn look ragged, but also when they form seed heads (stickers) they hurt feet and dogs and cats and fingers when you try to remove them.  Annual grassy weeds are controlled with pre-emergence herbicides such as DCPA (Dacthal), bensulide (Betasan, Pre-san), benefin (Balan), dithiopyr (Dimension), oxadiazon (Ronstar), oryzalin (Surflan and Weed & Grass Preventer), prodiamine (Barricade), and pendimethalin (Pre-M).  

Pre-emergence herbicides prevent weed seeds from germinating.  Your lawn soil and thatch has an enormous bank account of weed seeds. One of the factors that make a plant a weed is the ability of its seed crop to germinate over a long period of time.  A percentage of each year’s seeds will be very rapid emergers, germinating at the slightest of ideal conditions.  The majority will germinate under ideal conditions.  Others are dormant until germination inhibitors are broken down or leached away.  Some of these seeds may not germinate for several seasons.

Applying a pre-emergent grass herbicide in February/early March will enable you to prevent those first emergers from germinating.  Unless we have torrential rain, this application should last two months.  If you have a good, thick lawn and had few sandburs last season, this one application may be all you need.  A thin lawn or history of heavy sandbur infestation needs a season long attack by making repeated pre-emergent herbicide application every two to three months until late October.

Pre-emergence herbicides control a wide range of annual and perennial broadleaved weed seeds as well as grasses.  One of the reasons people think their broadleaved post-emergent herbicide did not work is because a new crop of seeds emerges from the seed bank.

To get the most positive results from your pre-emergent herbicide application, it needs to be watered in with a half inch of water.  After application of the herbicide would be a good time to do an irrigation audit as you are watering it in to make sure you are applying a half inch of water.  Fact sheets on how to conduct an irrigation audit are available at the AgriLife office.  It is really quite simple.  Eat tuna for several days so you have a number of straight-sided cans.  Place them in a line from the sprinkler head to the extreme of its range.  Run the system for a measured period of time.  Measure the depth of water in each can.  Divide by the number of cans to get an average amount for that sprinkler.  Continue until you have applied a half inch of water.  For an accurate audit, do this for each sprinkler head.

We have many publications on turfgrass establishment and maintenance at the Aransas County AgriLife Extension Office, 892 Airport Road, Rockport, 361-790-0103, hours 8-12 and 1-5 Mon to Fri.   Publications are also available on line at aggie-turf.tamu.edu.
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