Week of April 16, 2000


A Spring Lawn Check Up

Willie Chance

Seems like I have been at the doctor’s office or the hospital a lot lately.  

You know how the check up goes.  The doctor pokes and prods, takes samples and asks questions.  He or she is looking at the outside and trying to understand what is going on inside.  What is making our symptoms appear and how can he cure the problem causing these things?

A lot of people have been doing the same things with lawns lately.  We know they should not be brown.  What is happening?  Can we fix it?

Lawn problems are similar to health problems.  The symptoms are easy to see but the cause often is hidden.  It may be underground or so small you cannot see it.  Also, it is easy to just treat the symptoms but not cure the problem.  It goes away for awhile but returns later.  

Most lawn problems are not an easy fix.  A spray will not often solve a dilemma.  As with my health, a single shot is usually not the answer.  I may need to change my diet, exercise more or lose weight.  The lawn may be too wet, too dry or thatchy.

To diagnose your lawn problem ask yourself, “Did the lawn ever green up or did it green up and then die?”  If it never turned green in those patches at all, you probably have winter kill.

Winter kill is a general term meaning the lawn died anytime from late fall until green up.  This can be due to poor lawn condition, hard soils, standing water in the winter, drought during the last summer, heavy thatch or other problems.  You must examine your lawn and your cultural practices to see which one is causing the problem.  This is most of what I am seeing lately.

Remember, things that happened to the lawn a year or more ago may affect it now.

If you have winter kill, try to find the problem and solve it.  Then gently rake out the dead area.  Leave any grass that has life.  Re-seed or re-sod, if the dead patch is too big to grow back quickly.

If the lawn greened up and then turned brown, what could it be?  Frost turned many lawns orange-brown lately.  The tips of the grass were mostly affected.  This may be worse on lawns already fertilized, but it should grow out fine.

Winter kill and frost are problems I expect to see.  Changing the way we tend the lawn should help these problems.  If you have a lawn that greened up and then developed slowly enlarging dead patches, you may have a problem needing more immediate attention.

If your lawn has slowly enlarging spots, gather all the information you can.  What size and shape is the spot?  Was it there last year?  Has there been too much or too little water?  Is the soil hard?  Does the grass have spots on the leaves or look rotten?  If so, it may have a fungus disease.

To further diagnose your problem, get a copy of our publication on lawn diseases.  Most problems I am seeing now are not diseases, just winter kill.  If you need help giving your lawn a spring check up call the lawn doctor’s office (the Houston County Extension Service).  We can be reached at E-mail wchance@uga.edu or 542-2020.

