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Summer has just started, but let me warn you - fall and winter is coming. Time to prepare! Sound ridiculous? Well not really. Though it is hard to imagine cold weather in this heat, we need to get our lawns ready to survive this winter. We do this with proper care through the year.

When is the last time I can de-thatch or aerate my lawn? These practices stress the grass. The lawn will need time to recover before it can survive the winter. To be cautious, we recommend that we aerate or de-thatch no later than the end of June. You could probably aerate or de-thatch now, but try to finish these practices soon.

Do I really need to aerate my lawn? We do not usually aerate as a general practice. We aerate when the soil is hard. Aeration helps to allow air and water into the soil and helps roots to grow better. To see if your lawn needs aerating, wet the soil deeply. Then use a wire or a small rod to push down into the soil. A wire flag works for this. If you cannot push the wire at least four inches or so into the ground, the soil may be compacted and need aerating. Try this in several areas, especially place where the grass grows poorly.

To aerate, use a core aerator that pulls cores out of the soil. The aerator with tines on them are not as good at relieving aeration deep in the soil. They work better for breaking up surface crusts. The aerators using blades to cut deeply into the soil work well, but they are hard to find.

Wet the soil deeply first. Try to aerate as deeply as possible - usually about three inches deep. Aerate until the ground has about fifteen percent of the area covered with holes. This is hard to estimate. Throw a ruler on the ground after you aerate. Estimate the amount of the edge of the ruler that touches a hole. Is this is less than fifteen percent of the length of the ruler, continue to aerate until you reach fifteen percent.
I think I need to de-thatch my lawn.  Good lawn care should prevent thatch buildup. The exceptions to this would be Zoysia lawns, which seem to be more prone to thatch buildup, and new lawns which may not root in well and quickly become thatchy.
Thatch is a buildup of un-decomposed stems and other materials. It is generally a result of improper care. It is not caused by not collecting grass clippings. Some thatch is helpful. Do not try to control all thatch. 
To see if you have a thatch problem, cut down through the thatch with a shovel. Do not be concerned until the thatch gets thicker than one-half inch (or one inch for St. Augustine). If the lawn has a thatch layer thicker than this, you may need to reduce this layer. Too much thatch makes it hard for the plants to form good strong roots.

There are several ways to reduce thatch – heavy raking, scalping the lawn in the early spring, de-thatching etc. See this brochure for more information, http://pubs.caes.uga.edu/caespubs/pubcd/L394.htm
If you use a de-thatching machine (also called a verticutter), be careful to use it properly for your turf type. Read this brochure, dethatch the proper amount and in the correct way. This is a drastic procedure for lawns, so equip yourself with knowledge before you start.

When can I seed or sod? Although we can sod almost any time of the year, the best time to sod is April through August. We seed warm season lawn grasses early in the season – usually from late April through June. It is probably not too late to seed now, but I would not delay much longer. The grass needs time to get established before facing the cold winter weather.
Preparing for the winter now seeds illogical, but not to the seasoned gardener. Planning now may save your lawn from death or decline during the winter. The things you do now can help you to have a better looking lawn next spring. 
