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Fall is a time to look ahead.  The summer garden is behind us and surprisingly, we need to prepare for next year’s lawn and garden now.  Fall is the best time to plant perennials, wildflowers, trees and shrubs.  The cool wet weather of fall and winter allows them to grow roots before the summer drought and heat.

Fall and winter care also greatly affects next summer's lawn.  Prepare now for a great lawn next year by following these tips from UGA Extension lawn specialist, Dr. Gil Landry.

Turf grasses are starting to go dormant now.  Although water needs are lower now than during the summer a lawn needs about one half inch of water every two weeks until it is fully dormant.  Repeat this in the spring as the lawn greens up.  Keep the soil moist--check soil with your finger every five to seven days to insure it stays moist.

Late fall fertilization is unnecessary on lawns that have been well fertilized earlier in the year.  Some people recommend fall fertilization to increase winter hardiness.  While it is true that lawns low in potassium will die in the winter, most fertilized lawns have enough potassium to see them through.  I would not recommend fertilizer now on most lawns.  An exception may be lawns on a schedule recommended by a reputable lawn care company.  They may put one more small application of fertilizer.  Caution them to put little, if any, nitrogen on the lawn.

Centipede grass is the number one lawn grass in Houston County.  It is very susceptible to poor care.  Avoid late fertilization.  Water is much more important right now.

We put on jackets when we are cold.  Animals grow a thick coat of fur.  Lawns prefer a thick coat of grass to protect them from the cold.  Cut lawns a little longer in the fall to provide insulation this winter.  The only exception is centipede grass.  Never mow it taller than 1 1/2 inches.

Fall is a poor time to fertilize but a good time to lime.  Lime reduces soil acidity and supplies two key plant nutrients--calcium and magnesium.  Soil test first to see how much lime to apply (yes you can put on too much and not all soil needs liming).  Always use dolomitic lime.  It has a higher magnesium content.  Scatter it evenly over the soil.  Usually we till lime in, but this is not possible on lawns.  Lime acts slowly so expect results in one to two months.

How well a lawn grass survives the winter can be related to its winter hardiness.  Some lawn grasses can take more cold weather than others.  One of the lawns most sensitive to cold weather is a newly seeded common Bermuda grass lawn.  You could say it is very cold natured. 

Give these lawns special care.  Do not fertilize them late in the year.  Keep them watered and raise the mowing height.  Hybrid Bermuda grasses are more tolerant of cold weather than common Bermuda grass but they must be sodded, not seeded.

Meyer Zoysia is very cold hardy, but requires more water.  Emerald and El Toro zoysia have more cold hardiness than hybrid Bermuda grass, which is more cold hardy than common Bermuda grass. Centipede and St. Augustine are most susceptible to winter injury.

In the future, expect some help from the University of Georgia on your winter lawns.  For now, fescue lawns are a poor choice for our area.  They cannot take our heat and die out in the summer.  They look great in the fall and winter, though.  UGA researcher Ronnie Duncan at the Griffin Experiment Station is working on a new tall fescue that we can grow in our area.  It would supply a green lawn twelve months of the year.  This grass should be available in two to four years.

For now, do the best you can with what you have.  As we prepare ourselves for colder weather, get flu shots, etc. to get ready for the wintry blast, don't forget your lawn.  What your lawn looks like next spring depends on what you do now.  Remember the first requirement - water.  Water properly and many lawn problems will disappear.  Follow these lawn tips to prepare for next spring.  For more information, contact the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

