FALL TURF FERTILIZING

By Joan Howie

LEAD I


After a long summer’s growing season and a month into fall, turfgrass needs to be prepared for winter just like the rest of the landscape. Attention to the lawn now will make it better able to survive a severe cold spell and help it green up quickly in the spring. Even if iron aws used earlier, it is time to fertilize if it hasn’t been done yet. Turf specialists agree that fall is the most important time to fertilize and for best results the right type should be used.

LEAD II

Local lawn grasses, along with people have sweltered through an extremely hot , dry summer.. Unlike us, turf didn’t have the option of sitting in an air-conditioned building. Heat, combined with lack of rain and attack by chinch bugs and grubs, has left many lawns spotty, or in some instances completely dead. Recent rains have helped green up the surviving grass, but to alleviate stress and get it ready for winter, a fall application of fertilizer will be needed in the next few weeks. For maximum benefits, the right type should be chosen.

A complete fertilizer, high in nitrogen (n) and potassium (k), but low in phosphorus (p) is best and in sandy soil where fertilizer leaches quickly, nitrogen will be available longer if part of it is slow release. A n-p-k ratio of 3:1:2 or 4:1:2 is recommended for our area. Remember to measure the turf area and use enough fertilizer to provide 1 pound of nitrogen per 1000 square feet of grass. A fifty pound bag of fertilizer with nitrogen listed as “15” contains 5 pounds of nitrogen, “10” N would provide 4 pounds. Some fertilizers contain sulfur, iron or other minerals. Often a more expensive fertilizer is cheaper to use because less of it is needed to get the right amount of pounds of nitrogen. For best coverage, divide the correct amount of fertilizer in half, spreading one half crosswise and the other half lengthwise over the lawn. Then water it in well. Before it is time to fertilize in spring, a soil sample test can be done to show which nutrients need replacing.

The same mowing height should be kept during the fall and winter months and, just as in summer, lawns ought to be cut often enough to remove only 1/3 of the blade. If rainfall is less than an inch per week, supplemental watering is needed even in winter, adequate moisture helps prevent frost damage.

Although fungus spores aren’t active at temperatures over 90 degrees; cooler weather encourages the development of Brownpatch and other fungal diseases.  Since water evaporates more slowly in cooler weather, Brownpatch can become a problem in St. Augustine grass when leaves stay wet over night. As the weather cools, automatic sprinkler systems may need to be turned off or regulated if the lawn stays soggy. Watering should be done in time for leaves to dry before sunset. Another cause of Brownpatch is a dull mower blade that chews off grass rather than cutting cleanly. Damaged leaves invite soil fungi to enter and destroy.

In spite of TLC, grass may not grow well in certain areas such as deep shade or where high traffic packs the soil. Here a ground cover or a hard surface may be needed. Asiatic jasmine, English ivy (shade), sprengeri fern (shade, holly, river and southern sword fern, (shade to part shade), ice plant, low growing lantanas, liriope and monkey grass are just a few of the ground covers that can be used. Hard surfaces include gravel paths, stepping stones and decking. As a bonus, the less turf, the less water will be needed.

