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Scanning
the

Journals
A buffer strip mowed

consistently at 2” versus
mowing at 1”, 1.5” and 2”

within the same strip
created a mowing gradient

within the plot. The
graduated regime reduced
runoff water volume over

15% and nitrogen and
phosphorus losses by 20%

compared to single mowing
height of 2”.

Soil test interpretation may
overestimate need; soil tests
do not correlate with tissue
levels in a way that would

help identify deficiencies.
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The Water’s Edge K and Soil Testing

Many turfgrass areas border water features,

whether they are golf course fairways or

lakeside home lawns. This often raises concern

over the potential influence of turfgrass on

water quality and the runoff of fertilizers and

pesticides. Therefore, it behooves the turfgrass

manager to be mindful of management prac-

tices implemented on these critical buffer ar-

eas that border surface water bodies to mini-

mize runoff.

Research has been underway at Oklahoma

State University for the last ten years on

Bermudagrass buffer strip size and manage-

ment. Recently the research has focused on the

effect of consistent versus graduated mowing

heights within a buffer strip. This study evalu-

ated a buffer strip mowed consistently at 2”

versus mowing the strip at 1”, 1.5” and 2”

within the same strip creating a mowing gradi-

ent within the plot.

Runoff amounts and fertilizer runoff were

evaluated under natural rainfall and irrigation

events. The graduated mowing regime reduced

overall runoff water volume over 15 percent

and nitrogen and phosphorus losses by as much

as 20 percent compared to the single mowing

height of 2”. Furthermore the time when run-

off occurred was extended by 4 hours on the

graduated mowing plots compared to the single

mowing height.

In general, 2 percent of the applied nitro-

gen and 6 percent of the applied phosphorus

were lost to irrigation just four hours after fer-

tilization regardless of management. This was

determined to be sufficient to cause unaccept-

able nutrient loading of surface water bodies.

Therefore, any effort that reduces runoff

amount, even by a small percentage can have

a dramatic effect on the nutrient movement

from turf adjacent to water features.

While this work was conducted on

Bermudagrass there are clear lessons for cool

season turf. The ability of various turf heights

to slow runoff from occurring and reducing

overall volume is worthy of implementation

rather than mowing the buffer strip at a single

mowing height right to the water’s edge.

From: Moss, J.Q., G.E. Bell, M.A. Kizer, M.E.

Payton, H. Zhang, and D.L. Martin. 2006. Reduc-

ing nutrient runoff from golf course fairways using

grass buffers of multiple heights. Crop Sci. 46:72-80.

Potassium is an important macronutrient

that is typically applied in the greatest amount

after nitrogen. While the recommended method

for determining potassium need is by soil test-

ing, many turfgrass managers simply assume it

is needed and will apply it in similar amounts

to nitrogen. Clearly we need to more fully un-

derstand if potassium is in fact required to be

applied at these rates and it seems getting bet-

ter soil testing methods for potassium would be

a logical first step.

Research at Cornell University has been in-

vestigating the use of potassium, especially striv-

ing to improve the efficiency of potassium use.

The first of several experiments focused on as-

sessing the ability of soil testing methods for

detecting differences in potassium levels and if

soil potassium levels provide evidence of

changes in tissue potassium levels in case of

deficiency.

A mixed stand of creeping bentgrass and

annual bluegrass putting green turf was grown

on a calcareous sand, pH 8.2 and treated with

0, 5, 10 and 20 pounds of potassium per 1000

square feet for three years. The plots all received

about 3.5 pounds of nitrogen per 1000 square

feet. We evaluated five soil extraction methods

and found each method was able to detect dif-

ferences in soil potassium levels albeit to differ-

ent degrees. In addition, we found that maxi-

mum tissue potassium levels were reached at

soil test values well below what would be con-

sidered adequate to maintain healthy turf. This

suggests that soil test interpretation may be

overestimating need and that soil tests do not

correlate with tissue levels in a way that would

help identify deficiencies.

Our research has consistently shown that

there is much to learn (or relearn) about potas-

sium management. Having precise soil testing

methods would be a good first step but it ap-

pears that while we can detect differences, there

is much work to do regarding whether an ap-

plication of potassium fertilizer is needed. We

believe that the published N:K ratios of 1:0.5 or

1:0.25 is likely adequate to maintain high qual-

ity turf.

From: Woods, M.S., Q.M. Ketterings, and F.S.

Rossi. 2004. Effectiveness of standard soil tests for

assessing potassium availability in sand rootzones.

Soil Science 170:110-119.

Seasonal
Update

There are two species of crabgrass that

are troublesome weeds in the North

east. Smooth, or small, crabgrass

(Digitaria ischaemum) is a common problem in

turf, landscaped areas and container nurseries.

Large, or hairy, crabgrass (Digitaria sanguinalis)

is more commonly seen in field and row crops.

Crabgrass was one of the earliest grain

crops, preceding wheat and other grains in its

native lands of Africa and Asia. In the 1880s,

crabgrass was intentionally introduced into the

US to serve as a drought-tolerant forage crop

for cattle in the south. When other more nu-

tritious crops replaced crabgrass, it escaped and

became a very successful weed!

Crabgrass is probably the most troublesome

annual weed that we have, annually costing

millions of dollars for control by chemicals and

mulches. Despite this intensive level of control,

crabgrass continues to be a serious weed in

many of the same sites that it is managed, like

home lawns and landscaped areas.

Many Unhappy Returns

There are many reasons for the annual re-

turn of crabgrass. It has several characteristics

of an ‘ideal’ weed. It produces prodigious num-

bers of nutrient-rich seed. This source of fat and

protein is readily consumed by migrating birds

and other wildlife in the fall as they prepare

for winter. Not all of the seed is completely di-

gested, and birds act as a major source of move-

ment of crabgrass seed to new sites.

Crabgrass is also very ‘plastic’. For instance,

a single plant can grow into a large available

bare spot on a lawn, producing many tillers and

seed heads. However, if many seedlings were

to emerge in that same bare spot, the individual

plants would be crowded by their neighbors,

but in total, the same number of seed would

still be produced within the bare patch. This

characteristic allows the weed to compensate

for variability in germinating seed population

to still produce sufficient number of seed to

overwinter for the next season.

Crabgrass Management

There are several preemergence herbicides

which can be very effective in preventing crab-

grass from establishing in the spring. These can

be used in turf, landscaped areas, nurseries, and

in the field. Refer to the Cornell Pest Management

Guidelines for specific information.

In turf, particularly, there is often a prob-

lem with obtaining season-long control of crab-

grass with a single preemergent application

made in early spring. This is partially due to

the long period that crabgrass can germinate.

On Long Island, we usually see germination

begin in early May and continue into August.

It is simply asking too much of a single preemer-

gence application to persist for 3 to 4 months.

For this reason, a split application (half applied

in April and half or two thirds applied in June)

will extend the control period considerably.

Post emergence crabgrass herbicides are also

an option to manage late germinating escapes.

To get the most out of them, applications should

be made to young crabgrass that is growing

healthily, especially not under drought stress.

Maintaining a high mowing height and

proper fertilization regime will help to keep the

soil beneath the turf canopy cool and shaded.

These conditions will reduce crabgrass germi-

nation and vigor.

In landscaped beds, organic mulches are

often applied to manage this weed. However,

because crabgrass can root at the stem nodes as

it spreads, it is difficult to hand pull if allowed

to grow to a point where the tillers (side shoots)

begin to grow. Early detection and action are

important to keep this weed in control.

Andy Senesac

Crabgrass: From Valuable Grain
Crop to Hated Weed

Left: specimen of

large crabgrass plant.

Middle: specimen of

smooth crabrass

plant. Right: large

crabgrass growth

habit.

On Long Island, we usually
see germination begin in

early May and continue

into August. It is simply
asking too much of a single
preemergence application to
persist for 3 to 4 months.
For this reason, a split
application (half applied in
April and half or two thirds
applied in June) will
extend the control period
considerably.


