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LARGE DEAD AREAS IN LAWNS 

Could Be Caused By TARR
By:  Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

Are there dead spots in your lawn, ranging from small to large irregular areas, or even the entire lawn area?  It could be a disease called Take All Root Rot, which is caused by a fungus.  

Graeumannomyces graminius var. gramminus is a soil inhabiting fungus that lives on and in the roots of many turf grass species such as St. Augustine, Bermuda, centipede and zoysia, as well as several cool season grasses.  There is no varietal difference in susceptibility among St. Augustine grass cultivars.

The fungus is actually most active and distinctive in the late fall, winter, and spring when soils are generally moist and in the 60 degree to 65 degree temperature range.  However, its effects are seldom noticed then because the grass is growing slowly or is dormant during those months.

The symptoms of Take All Root Rot (TARR) are noticed in the hot months from early summer through early fall as lawns soils dry out and the grass starts getting stressed.

The weakened dying root system stops performing its function of extracting water and nutrients from the soil.  Symptoms start as those typical of moisture stress, primarily wilting, a gray cast in leaf color and folding of the leaf blades.  When these symptoms are observed, the irrigation is usually increased.

The second stage is yellowing of the leaves as they become nutrient starved, especially for nitrogen.  This is responded to by making an application of lawn fertilizer.  Often this includes a herbicide.

Contrary to popular opinion, the increased irrigation and fertilizer are of no value to the grass and just create a better environment for the TARR.  If herbicide is included, it adds an additional stress to the grass plants.  All three of these responses favor the fungus and are detrimental to the turf grass.

The next and last step is the appearance of small to large irregularly shaped dead spots which may expand to the entire lawn area.  Shaded areas are usually the last affected.  First affected are hot, sunny areas such as near curbs, sidewalks, etc.  

At this stage, the fungus may be relatively inactive.  Remember it likes 60 degree soil temperature, not 95 degree.  But, the grass is under extraordinary stress.  The TARR has killed the roots so there is no nutrient or water uptake.  At this point it is attacking the stolons, those long runners that grasses such as St. Augustine have with nodes every three to five inches where it roots and sends up leaves.  Any surviving grass blades are struggling to live off whatever moisture and nutrients they can scavenge from the stolons.  The outer leaf blades will be brown and dead.  Unlike with brown patch disease, these leaf blades are firmly attached to the stolon.

By the time you see spots or bare areas in your lawn, the damage has been done.  The roots of the grass are shortened, dark brown to black and dead. The stolon can be lifted from the turf with the brown grass blades attached.  The stolons are infected at the nodes and discolored.  The leaf blades may be entirely dead.  Depending on conditions it probably takes several years to reach epidemic proportions and dead spots are observed in the turf.

St. Augustine grass is a tough grass.  It can take harsh conditions of bright sunlight, poor soils, shade, and drought.  It survives, even flourishes, under these conditions because it can develop a strong, deep root system.  When it is coddled with frequent (more than once a week), shallow irrigation, over-fed with rapidly available nitrate nitrogen and other nutrients, it gets lazy, fat, and sassy.  The root system is short, often not even penetrating the soil, just absorbing nutrients and water from the moist thatch layer of decomposing grass on the soil surface.  Then the grass is mown short and often, which limits the amount of photosynthetic leaf area so the grass and roots grow even less.  The disease triangle has been created: pathogen (the fungus), host (weakened grass), and favorable environment (warm, moist thatch layer).  

If you think you might have Take All Root Rot and want to do something about it, contact the Aransas County Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Office at 361-790-0103,  email the Master Gardeners at aspmastergardeners@gmail.com, or bring a turf sample, about a foot square, into the Extension office at 892 Airport Road, Rockport.  We’ll help you determine if TARR is in fact the problem, and provide you with the steps to be taken to rectify it.

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

