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What About Tall Fescues
for New York State?

he very aggressive marketing of tall fescue by seed companies

appears to be having an impact in New York State. More than

ever | am seeing tall fescue and mixes containing tall fescue
being written into construction specifications. Touted as awear tolerant,
low maintenancegrass, tall fescueisbeing used in many situationswhere
Kentucky bluegrassor perennial ryegrasshavebeenusedinthepast. What
about tall fescue?Isit all that it iscracked up to be? Moreimportant, isit
asuperior replacement to other grassestypically used in New York? m

Tall fescue use seemsto be makingitsbiggest
gains on sports fields and school grounds. It isa
grassthat is undeniably one of the toughest, most
wear tolerant grasses. Itisarelatively easy grassto
establish, provided that soil temperaturesarewarm.
Thus, likeryegrass, itiswell suited for thefrequent
overseeding requirements of multi-usefields. The
newer cultivars are very attractive, often looking
like Kentucky bluegrass when seeded at heavy
rates.

Low Maintenance

Tall fescue is an extremely drought tolerant
grass and is able to maintain its color and vigor
without irrigation much further into a drought
period than other cool season grasses. Tall fescue
isableto avoid drought becauseit hasavery deep,
extensiveroot system. Therefore, it capturesmois-
ture at depthsin the soil profile that other grasses
can not.

Whiletall fescuehasvery good drought avoid-
ing qualities, it cannot be called awater conserving

grass. Studies have consistently shown that the
water use rates of tall fescue exceed other cool
Season grasses.

Tall fescue will do well with little fertilizer.
One or two fertilizer applications annualy at 1
pound of nitrogen per 1000 square feet are all that
isnormally needed to have aquality stand of turf.
Also, with the exception of an occasional outbreak
of brown patch, tall fescue hasfew pest problems.

Thelargestinput requiredinmaintaining turf-
grassismowing. Tall fescuehasavery fastvertical
growthrate, requiring morefrequent mowing. The
newer dwarf types may have slower growth rates
than other tall fescue cultivars, but they still grow
much faster than other cool season grasses. A
demonstration recently conducted in Rochester by
cooperative extension agent Jm Willmott found
that the clippings removed off a dwarf tall fescue
plot were more than triple that of adjacent fine
fescue plots. This very rapid growth rate will not

continued on page 4

N P e s

This Times

1. Tall Fescues for New York
Norman W. Hummel, Jr.,
Dept. of Floriculture and
Ornamental Horticulture

2. Short Cutts
3. Scanning the Journals

5. A Time of Rest
Norman W. Hummel, Jr.,
Dept. of Floriculture and
Ornamental Horticulture

6. It is Time to Review and
Plan Ahead

Gerard W. Ferrentino,
Ornamentals IPM Coordinator

7. Everyone’s a Turf Expert
Norman W. Hummel, Jr.,
Dept. of Floriculture and
Ornamental Horticulture

8. Pest Watch




C U T T

Tall fescues are
undeniably one of the
toughest, most wear
tolerant grasses.

Tall Fescues
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only influencethe frequency of mowing, but also
the cost of clipping disposal where clippings are
removed.

Overseeding Programs

Continuousoverseedingisnecessary tomain-
tainthick standsof tall fescueonathleticfields, as
is the case with other bunch type grasses. Main-
taining turf density intall fescue standsappearsto
be especially important. Failure to do so will
cause the grassto develop clumps of very coarse
texture.

Tall fescueisnot very compatiblewith other
cool season grasses. Mixtures of 90% tall fescue
and 10% bluegrass can be used successfully if the

Table 1. Comparison of Maintenance Requirements of Cool Season Grasses.
Grass Irrigation Fertility Mowing Pest Adaptation
Species Needs Needs Frequency Problems to New York
Tall fescue low low high few fair
K. Bluegrass med low-med med some excellent
Per. Ryegrass med med high some very good
Fine fescue low low low some excellent

While there will be some
applications for tall fescue
in New York, it is certainly
not the wonder grass some
have touted it to be.
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lawn areais maintained to favor the tall fescue;
thatis, lowfertility and noirrigation. Overseeding
tall fescueinto existing fieldsof other grassescan
haveundesirableresults. | haveseen several school
groundsthat weresold onatall fescueoverseeding
program that for some reason was discontinued.
Evidence of the programs’ failure exists as un-
sightly and difficult-to-control grassy weed prob-
lems across the entire properties.

A Superior Alternative?

Is tall fescue a superior aternative to Ken-
tucky bluegrass, perennial ryegrass, or fine fes-
cues? On Long Island and the extreme southeast
corner of New Y ork State, tall fescuesareaviable
option for non-irrigated turf areas. There may be
other applications for tall fescue in upstate New
York, but landscape architects, contractors, and
turfgrassmanagersshould bevery selectiveof the
application.

Table 1 lists some of the characteristics of
cool season grassescommonly usedin New Y ork
State. For general lawn areas, Kentucky blue-
grass, or mixtures of bluegrass with fine leaf
fescues will provide a quality lawn, and will do
well in low maintenance situations. Kentucky
bluegrassand perennial ryegrassarethepreferred
species for athletic fields. Perennial ryegrass is

especially well suited for overseeding, and much
better than tall fescue for this purpose. Perennial
ryegrass germinates very quickly, even in cool
soils, has good wear tolerance, excellent close
mowing tolerance, and is very attractive.

In summary, Kentucky bluegrass, perennial
ryegrass, and the fine leaf fescues have for years
performed well in New York State in most turf-
grasssituations. Whiletherewill be someapplica-
tionsfor tall fescuein New Y ork, itiscertainly not
the wonder grass some have touted it to be. Be
careful in deciding wheretall fescuefitsinto your

establishment plans or maintenance program.
NorMAN W. HUMMEL JR.
DEePT. OF FLORICULTURE AND ORNAMENTAL HORTICULTURE
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Thenew specificationsaremoreflexiblethan
the1989versioninareas| thought therecould, and
should be more flexibility. The changes should
allow perfectly acceptable materials to be used;
materials that would not have met the overly
restrictive specifications of the past. At the same
time, the specifications' limits are very clearly
defined. In other words, there will be no doubt if
amaterial does or does not meet specification.

After | made my recommendations for
changes to the USGA, the proposed specs went
through the most rigorous and comprehensive
review ever. Scientists, architects, and othersfrom
around theworld wereinvited to review the specs.
Where appropriate, their suggestions were incor-
poratedintothespecificationsgivingthemastrong
foundation as well asinternational credibility.

A completereview of theliterature waswrit-
ten that provides the scientific rationale for the
pending specifications. These will be published
by the USGA Green Section early in 1993.

My year “ off” was agreat experience for me
inthat it gave methetimeto do athorough job on
a sorely needed project. It was an opportunity to
meet many new peoplein asegment of theindus-
try that most of us don’t normally have contact
with. | had a chance to travel extensively, and to
visit somevery finegolf courses. It wasapleasure
towork withthe USGA Green Section staff; avery
dedicated and experienced group of individuals.
Finaly, it was very gratifying to feel that my
efforts have contributed to the turfgrass industry
in some way, and not solely within the borders of
New York State. It was a great year indeed!

NormaN W. HUMMEL JR.
DEePT. OF FLORICULTURE AND ORNAMENTAL HORTICULTURE





