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AVOID A WIMPY LAWN – CUT OFF THE WATER
by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
It is not hard to keep your lawn healthy and happy and avoid having it be wimpy.  The main thing to do right now is - lay off the water!  Healthy grass needs proper watering, fairly frequent mowing and light fertilization a couple times a year.   

Grass that is watered too frequently can be wimpy for a number of reasons – it is much more likely to develop diseases, it will not be drought tolerant, wilting at even the shortest dry spell, and will be more appealing to insects because it is stressed.  

We’ve received at least five inches of rain since June 5; turn off the irrigation, and let the turf dry out for a couple weeks – at least until the top inch or two of soil is dry.  The greatest portion of the roots are below that anyway.  

If the surface soil stays moist much of the time, the roots don’t need to grow deep to find water and will stay near the surface.  Shallow rooted plants are wimpy – they will dry up when the surface soil dries out and they don’t have a deep anchorage in the soil.  The roots will grow deeper, and plants will be stronger and more drought tolerant, if the surface is dry and the moisture is down a little deeper.  

This applies not just to grass, but to groundcovers, perennials, annuals, shrubs, and trees, the only variable is the depth of the root system.  Still, it isn’t as variable as you might think; even grass roots frequently go a couple feet down if they aren’t watered too often. 

The only exceptions are plants in pots, since their root system is limited to the depth and width of the pot, and newly planted plants or seeds which haven’t had a  chance to develop a deep root system and need the soil around their roots to stay evenly moist for a few weeks or so.

Fungi generally love wet conditions, and two of them cause serious diseases of turf grass, Take All Root Rot and Brown Patch.  St Augustine is especially prone to these.  Proper watering can often prevent diseases from taking hold.  Lawns can also be a wimpy-looking yellow due to a lack of iron in the plant, “called iron chlorosis”.  When the leaf blades are inspected closely, stripes of green and yellow are usually visible.  Several factors can cause this condition; one of them, you guessed it, is wet soil.    

So, what is proper watering?  Water in the early morning, wet the soil to 4-6” (yes, you’ll have to figure this out for your property - dig down to see how many minutes of watering this takes), and let it dry out between waterings.  

Mowing practices are also very important in developing a dense, healthy lawn.  Mow often enough that 1/3 or less of the leaf blade is being cut off, and don’t cut the grass too short.  Mowing heights vary with species; St Augustine should be mowed to 2.5” if it is growing in the sun, and 3-3.5” if it is in the shade.  Common Bermuda and zoysia can be mowed to 1.5-2”.  

It is important to mow when the grass is dry, especially if there is any sign of disease.  Keep the mower blades sharp (annual sharpening is sufficient) and clean.

A little bit of food never hurts, but don’t go overboard.  Spreading compost is ideal, since it provides nutrients and improves the soil.  A slow release fertilizer is another option – apply twice a year at the rate of 1/2 lb of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet.  If you need help calculating that, give us a call, or apply at about half the rate recommended on the bag.  

Although many factors combine to provide a healthy growing environment, water is one of the most important.  The main take-away from this article is to water deeply but infrequently.  Only water when needed, and not more than once a week. This is one of my favorite soap box topics, but it is really important!  Water is a precious resource and we need to conserve it as much as possible.  And, we want our plants to grow strong and healthy, not wimpy.  
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