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Turf Management for domestic lawns

Routine management operations are mowing and irrigation. From time to time it will be necessary to apply fertilisers and pesticides. Other operations usually grouped under the heading of renovation, cover coring (hollow tining), spiking, ‘Verti-Draining’, ‘HydroJecting’, grooving, rolling, scarifying, brushing or raking.

The frequency of performing these operations varies with the intensity of use of the turf. A roadside verge may be lucky to get one mowing a year. A golf or bowling green is mowed daily and regularly fertilised, irrigated, topdressed, de-thatched, cored, groomed and sprayed. Mowing a domestic lawn every fourteen days is an economic compromise – it is affordable by the householder. But the rate of growth needs to be manipulated by regulating the amount of irrigation and fertiliser applied so that only one third of the green growth is removed at any one mowing.

We hope that the concepts presented in this short course will give you a better understanding of how lawns grow and what they need to keep them growing. Successful turf management then applies neither too much, nor too little of any of these basic operations to maintain a lawn with an acceptable appearance. Over watering or fertilising will make it lush. Never water and the lawn will be sparse and invaded by annual weeds.

Root growth depends on photosynthesis in leaves. The sudden removal of leaves caused by mowing inevitably reduces root growth for a while. A cycle of rank growth and scalped grass caused by very infrequent mowing will severely damage roots. The weakened plants with their shallow roots have a poor ability to withstand drought, or other stress. Soon all you will have is a weed patch.

Mow frequently enough so that you never remove more than one third of the green leaf area at any one mowing. 

Apply soluble fertilisers on the basis of little and often. Your aim should not be maximum growth, but acceptable appearance with minimum work and minimum use of fertilisers and water.

Do not fertilise dormant grass or grass which for any reason you cannot water.

Ammonia based lawn fertilisers acidify soil. Therefore check the pH of the soil under your lawn each year or so. Lawn plants growing in soil more acid than their preferred range have decreased heat hardiness and are more prone to disease: thatch build-up is encouraged. Apply agricultural lime or a 1:1 dolomite/lime mixture to raise pH.

Grass lawns growing on sand require one application of Complete Mineral Mixture each year to supply N.P.K. plus trace elements. Heavier soils will only require Complete Mineral Mixture once every 2 or 3 years.

Thatch control
It is important to undertake regular thatch control measures to prevent disease developing. The thick layers of thatch in many lawns prevent the rapid movement of irrigation water into the soil. In extreme cases a layer of moist undecomposed grass material has been found separate from, and above the soil surface, with root development in this thatch layer, with daily irrigation keeping it in a constantly moist condition, ideal for fungal development. There may be little root development and water movement into the underlying soil. Thatch control is achieved by frequent mowing at a low height and regular dethatching using a vertimower or scarifier. It is also important not to apply too much fertiliser in summer, in order to avoid growing huge amounts of leafy material that builds up the thatch layer.

Mowing

Grass ideally should be mown once a week in midsummer. Mowing height should be low during early summer to control thatch build up. It is a good practice to raise the mowing height in autumn, when there is much less leaf growth. It is important not to scalp the grass n autumn and early winter as this weakens the root system that may not recover before winter. When grass is cut too low in autumn-early winter, carbohydrate reserves are directed from the roots to new leaf growth. The weakened roots are more susceptible to attack by disease.

