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Research Investigates Lawn Problems

Research has always interested me. In fact, I spent the first 10 years of my career at UGA working at an Experiment Station. I realized one thing very quickly about research, however. Every research project does not result in a scientist throwing open the doors to his lab shouting “E=mc2 “ or announcing some other startling discovery. Instead, research results are often much less spectacular but still useful in our daily living. I recently ran across some research that is definitely down to earth but will be of interest to those who love both dogs and an attractive lawn.

As much as I hate to admit it, dogs and beautiful lawns don’t mix very well. Old Blue the coonhound doesn’t do any damage from the confines of his dog pen. Instead, the culprit is usually Fifi the lapdog. Fifi leads a pampered life indoors. The trouble comes when Fifi has to pee pee! If the owner is in a hurry, they may just open the door for Fifi to run outside and quickly take care of business on the lawn. If it is cold or rainy you can rest assured that the pampered pooch is not going far!

Many dog owners don’t realize that dog urine contains enough nitrogen to burn their lawn. Typically, dog urine injury will show up as yellow circles of dead grass surrounded by rings of darker green grass. It is exactly the same type of thing you would see if you spilled a high nitrogen liquid fertilizer in your lawn.

Lawn damage from dog urine is usually caused by female dogs. Males tend to mark territory and disperse their urine more effectively. Small shrubs, however, can still show the effects of repeated visits by Rover.

Well, in an effort to address these problems, a Colorado veterinarian, Dr. A.W. Allard, actually did a little research on dog urine damage to lawns. Dr. Allard found that KY 31 fescue was the most resistant grass among those he tested to dog urine damage. Bemudagrass, on the other hand, was the most sensitive to injury. He also found that as

little as one ounce of dog urine could damage even the more resistant fescue. Bermuda

lawns eventually fill in the damaged areas. Fescue must be replanted.

Through the years I have heard of all sorts of home remedies for dog urine damage to lawns. Folks have spread urban myths that lime or lye added to the lawn or tomato juice or baking soda added to the dog’s water could correct the problem. In fact, the solution is quite simple—water.

Dr. Allard found that applying a water volume equal to at least three times the volume of urine would prevent turf damage provided that it was applied within eight hours of the dog’s visit. Instead of burning, a fertilizer effect resulted from the sites where water was applied in a timely manner.

If you don’t want to take Fifi on her walk with a watering can in your hand you

might consider correcting the problem with a little extra dog training. Dogs can be trained

to eliminate in a specific area of the landscape. Some trainers even recommend placing a

small false fire hydrant surrounded by pea (no pun intended) gravel.

The challenge of course is to control the roaming pets of neighbors.

Neighborhood pets can be controlled with fences or commercial repellants. Hot and bitter

products appear to be the most successful in repelling dogs. Motion activated sprinklers

can also be used to discourage roaming pets from visiting areas.

Dr. Allard may not win the Nobel Prize for his research and I’m sure he probably

endured merciless teasing by his colleagues. But for those of us who love dogs, he gave

us some valuable insight on how to prevent those unsightly “dog spots” outside our front

door!

