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As Houston County greens up, one of the first things gardeners get concerned about is their lawns. "Why is my lawn still brown?" "Can I seed, sod, weed or fertilize my lawn now?" What are the lawn basics for this time of year?

Most lawngrasses in Houston County are warm season grasses. This means they go dormant in the fall and begin growth again in spring. Warm season grasses include centipede, Bermudagrass, Zoysia, St. Augustine, and carpetgrass. There are some cool season grasses grown in Houston County, like fescue and rye. These grow best in the winter and slow growth in summer.  Fescue does not generally do well here, dying after several years.  Rye is an annual.

"Green up" is the process by which lawn grasses go from dormant to growing. During green up there are some things you should or should not do. 

Lawngrasses are often weakened and killed during the winter. Some spots never green up in the spring. These spots are often called "winter kill." Winter kill can be due to disease, poor growing conditions weather or improper care the year before. Unfortunately, it is difficult to tell what killed the grass. All we can do is examine how we are growing the grass to see if we can improve our care.

Lawngrasses can be very sensitive during green up to certain practices. Zoysia and centipede are especially susceptible to poor care during this time. Herbicide treatments during green up may damage centipede lawns that are weak. Things that weaken centipede lawns are over-fertilization, improper mowing and not watering. Proper mowing height for centipede is ½" to 1".  Consider delaying herbicide treatments on weak centipede until the grass is fully greened up.

We suggest waiting until centipede is fully greened up to apply fertilizer. Earlier fertilization may cause the lawn to green up earlier and be more susceptible to freeze injury.

Additionally, green up is not a good time to seed lawns. Warm season grasses require warm soil temperatures to germinate and grow. We expect these temperatures in late April and May. Wait until then to seed and then carefully irrigate until the lawn is established. 

Lawns can be sodded while the grass is dormant, but I would expect better results if the lawn had greened up. When sodding dormant lawngrasses, it is often hard to tell if the sod is fresh or not, whether it is alive or if it had been frozen. If possible, wait until April to do most sodding. This would probably be more crucial with centipede than with bermuda.

Apply limestone now if necessary. Lime as recommended by a soil sample. Remember, very few centipede lawns ever require lime. Centipede prefers a lower pH than most lawngrasses.

Examine lawns now for weak or dead areas or pest problems. Weak and dead areas can be renovated and pests can be treated for.

Bermuda and centipede prefer full sun. If your lawn is too shady, you may want to switch lawngrasses in the shady areas. Zoysia mixes well with bermuda and can tolerate more shade. For centipede lawns, use St. Augustine in the shady spots. St. Augustine is our most shade tolerant lawn grass.

Another shade solution is to remove trees or to remove lower limbs from trees. Spring is a good time to prune. Tree removal can be done throughout the year. You may get less regrowth by waiting until early summer to remove trees.

There are do's and don'ts for lawns during green up. For your copy of the lawn and garden calendar or for more information, contact the Houston County Extension Office. We can be reached at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry.

