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Topdressing to Manage
Thatch

The perennial nature of a turfgrass system
includesthe regular creation and degradation of
organic matter, i.e., leaves, stems and roots.
Organic matter accumulation is a common oc-
currence in the turfgrass system and except for
grass clippings, which by their chemical nature
rarely accumulateinthesoil, dead stems(stolons
and rhizomes) and roots result in the formation
of thatch. Strictly defined, thatch isthe accumu-
lation of decomposed or partialy decomposed
organic matter between the grass canopy (ver-
dure) andthesoil surface. Thatch providesunique
benefitssuch asinsulating the soil, absorption of
pollutants, and surface resiliency. However, ex-
cessive accumulation results in significant re-
ductionininfiltration dueto layering, aswell as
the potential to harbor turf pathogens.

A report from the International Turfgrass
Research Journal, published in 1998 investi-
gated the influence of topdressing material, fre-
guency and rate on thatch. Straight sand was
compared to peat and sand, and peat and soil
mixes at 2 rates and either every three weeks or
two times per year. Applicationswere madeto a
10 year old Penncross creeping bentgrass area
maintained as a putting green. Topdressing ma-
terialsincluded a medium-fine sand, reed sedge
peat, and a sandy |oam topsoil where treatments
required. Thatch samples were measured by
weight lossonignition at 600° C and reported on
aweight per unit volume basis.

There was no significant influence of
topdressing rate and frequency on thatch accu-
mulation. However, visual observations noted
significant layeringwheninfrequent topdressing
was performed. Experimental sampling differ-
enceswere used to explainthelack of difference
associated with rate and frequency.

There was no significant reduction in or-
ganic matter (OM) from the 100% sand
topdressing, when compared to peat and soil
treatments, however, there was a significant re-
ductionwhen comparedtothecontrol plot. Inter-
estingly, the OM content of the peat and soil
treatments was calculated and measured to be
significantly lower in the thatch than what was
applied, indicating enhanced biodegradation of
OM associated with the addition of OM. This
study concluded that topdressing isan important
meansfor managing thatch, and that thedilution
of OM and the bi odegradation of thatch are both
important to reducing overall OM levels.

From: Couillard, A., A.J. Turgreon, and
P.E. Rieke. 1997. New insights into thatch bio-
degradation. ITRJ, 8:427-435.

Biological Control of
Dandelion

Turfgrass areas throughout cool humid re-
gionsareregularly infestedwithdandelion. While
thereislimited data on the agronomic and func-
tional performance issues associated with weed
invasion, the reduction in visual quality iswell
known. Concern over herbicide use has forced
many turfgrassmanagerstorestrict weed control
programs, resulting in significant reduction in
visual quality. In addition, traditional turf man-
agement programsreliant on herbicidesfor weed
control are being asked to explore aternatives.
However, there has been limited success with
the use of alternative measuresto control weeds.

Researchers at the University of Guelph
have identified a common soil borne funga
pathogen that infects dandelion as a potentia
Biological Weed Control Agent (BWCA). How-
ever, there islittle information on how to most
effectively utilize and enhance the effectiveness
of thisBWCA.. Asaresult, theresearchersinves-
tigated theuseof variousspray adjuvantsthat are
carbon based products to serve as a nutritional
source for the organism. Results concluded that
durum semolina, guar gum and gluten flour
enhanced the effectiveness of the BWCA.

It was specul ated that applying BWCA with
plant derived substances such asthegum, gluten
and semolinainthistrial, stimulatesfungal com-
pounds required for degrading cell walls, im-
proving infection, and thereby enhancing con-
trol. Still, there are many environmental condi-
tions that must be explored before this technol -
ogy will be considered effective. Until then, we
must be mindful of the subtleties of thistechnol-
ogy that will requireusto understand more about
the biological system we are managing.

From: Neumann, S and G.J. Boland. 1999.
I nfluence of sel ected adj uvantson di sease sever -
ity by Phoma herbarium on dandelion. Weed
Tech. 13: 675-679.
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The OM content of peat
and soil treatments was
found to be significantly
lower in the thatch than
what was applied,
indicating enhanced
biodegradation of OM
associated with the
addition of OM.

Applying BWCA with the
plant derived substances
tested in this trial,
stimulates fungal
compounds required for
degrading cell walls,
improving infection, and
thereby enhancing control.
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