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TODD’S TURF TIPS FOR SPRING

By Todd Cutting, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

The lawn is the “red carpet” to the front door of most homes. The lawn in front of a house makes a bold statement about the people that live there. A nice, well kept lawn is a “green carpet” welcome mat that says “these people care about themselves, their neighbors and community. 

Likewise, a poorly tended lawn stimulates lots of negative impressions. But an immaculate lawn is expensive in dollars, time, and environmental impact. All of these expenses can be mitigated through proficient use of the knowledge available on how to maintain a turf grass area. The Texas Agrilife Extension Service, through its scientists, agents and Master Gardeners has lots of information available on how to maintain a turf area with maximum aesthetic results and minimal environmental impact. Come and see us at Green Acres if you don’t know how to do it right and care about Mother Earth.

A well-tended lawn will not have a significant sandbur problem. Sandburs are not only aesthetically unpleasing in the turf, they also make it physically unpleasant to use. They hurt your feet, dog’s paws, stick to your socks, poke through your flip-flops, and lead to all sorts of evil thoughts. So let’s get rid of them.  

First, generally improve your lawn through proper mowing, watering, and fertilization. Then we need to start a sandbur prevention and elimination program. We have an information packet here at Green Acres that provides all the details.  Stop in or call 790-0103 and we’ll send it to you, but the short and simple answer is to apply a pre-emergent grass herbicide, NOW, before the sandbur seeds germinate. Pre-emergent grass herbicides are available in granular, spreadable formulations or in liquid sprayable formulations at local garden supply outlets. If you don’t know how to calibrate your spreader to apply the proper rate, come see us. We have info on that. If you can’t or won’t properly calibrate your spreader to apply the proper amount of herbicide per unit area, contract with a local lawn maintenance company to do the application for you so you don’t pollute the area.  

Pre-emergent herbicides are most effective when applied to moist soil (not moist grass) and must be watered in with a quarter to a half inch of water, rain or irrigation. On sandy soils, too much irrigation or rainfall immediately after application will push the herbicide too deeply into the soil, below the sand-bur seeds and you’ll get poor control. Not enough water and the herbicide will not create the barrier to seed germination that is needed and you’ll get poor control.

The pre-emergent herbicide chemicals are degraded by soil bacteria so effectiveness decreases over time. Unlike up north, where an annual grass, crabgrass, herbicide was applied once in the spring, when the lilacs bloomed, here in the Coastal Bend, sandbur control must be applied every six (6) weeks from now, mid February, until October to achieve excellent control. Pre-emergents are used only in the spring. Later, you must switch to post-emergent herbicides. Once you have improved the overall general quality of your turf area, one or two applications annually should suffice. (The relocated dogs, cats, and kids seem to develop a tolerance to a certain level of sandburs, so 100 per cent control may not be necessary after a while. It is the same for fire ants).

Our printed information covers post-emergent sandbur control if you should not read this or get motivated in time to catch the early emergers or go fishing or on vacation and miss some of the summer treatments.

A side benefit of an effective sandbur prevention/control program is that you’ll also control a lot of annual and perennial broadleaved weeds that start from seed in your not-so-great lawn. Gopher mounds, mole tunnels, soil insects, pets, and kids all work really hard at destroying your efforts to achieve an immaculate lawn. All of these factors open up the turf grass and allow weed seeds to sprout and grow. A pre-emergent herbicide will provide the same barrier to these weeds as to the sandburs, but you’ll have to control any broadleaved weeds that are already growing with a post-emergent herbicide that contains the chemical 2, 4-D.

Nutsedge, also called nutgrass is present in most areas. It is particularly prevalent in new yards were fill dirt has been brought in. Nutsedge propagates by seeds and by underground tubers or nuts. These nuts can remain viable for years and then germinate and grow into your well-maintained turf. Until recently, we had to just live with this problem but a couple of herbicides have been developed that are quite specific to these weeds in turf grass and also have some application in other ornamental plantings. You must read and understand the labeling to use these products successfully.

Products containing ammonium salt of imozaquin, such as “Image”, are readily available in consumer packaging and labeling at local garden supply outlets. Products containing Halosulfuron-methyl, such as “Sedgehammer” may be harder to find and more expensive per unit, but so little is used that cost per unit area is reasonable. I have used ammonium salt of imozaquin with good results for nutsedge control in a Bermuda grass lawn. Both the turfgrass and the nutsedge must be actively growing for these herbicides to work effectively. So you won’t be applying these for a couple of months yet. As with pre-emergent herbicides, Image needs to be applied to moist soil and watered in with a quarter to a half inch of irrigation or rainfall. While there is some foliar absorption of Image, the primary uptake is through the roots. Lethal activity is slow. You need to apply the Image, water in, and go on vacation for a couple of weeks. When you return, the turf grass will have greened up, it may yellow, and the nutsedge will have died. If you watch it every day you’ll wonder if it’s doing anything.

A side benefit to controlling your nutsedge with ammonium salt of imozaquin is that you’ll also get some annual grass control. It also has some activity on vegetative sandburs and some other grassy weeds.

Someone said I have to mention spring fertilization. It is not environmentally prudent to apply turf grass fertilizers before you have mowed at least twice in the spring.  Up to then, the grass isn’t growing fast enough to utilize the fertilizer and rain and irrigation will just push it below the root zone and into the water table and create unwanted plant growth in Little Bay. Also, you should use a fertilizer that has half the nitrogen in a slow release form.

When using any pesticide, herbicide, or fertilizer read, understand and follow the labeling instructions. Master Gardeners working at Green Acres can assist you with this by identifying your lawn grasses, weed problems, and providing information on calibrating your spreaders and sprayers. We can help you understand the labeling but you must competently apply that information. If you can’t or won’t, hire your lawn care done.

Contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by phone at 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu. AgriLife 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 located at the AgriLife Extension - Aransas County Office, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, Texas. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

