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Spring has sprung and the phones at the Extension office are ringing. It is good to hear from so many of you. Thank you for your patience as we work through the great number of requests we receive at this time of year.

For today's article, I want to answer several questions I have had lately. Hopefully, this will help you as you start the spring and summer gardening season.

How do I control weeds in my lawn?  Weeds seem to get the jump on our lawns every year. This is often because the first weeds we see each spring are winter annuals. They have been growing all winter and have only gotten big recently. These large weeds will be hard to control now. The best way to control these is by preventing them with a herbicide before they come up. For winter weeds, this should have been done in September. These herbicide applied before weeds come up are called pre-emergence herbicides.

Apply pre-emergence herbicides now to prevent summer annual weeds like crabgrass and  spurweed. Herbicide selection depends on which weeds you have and what lawngrass is present. For instance, Atrazine controls mainly broadleaf weeds in centipede, St. Augustine, zoysia and dormant Bermuda grass. Balan (benefin) prevents grassy weeds (like crabgrass) in most lawngrasses. Read and follow label directions. 

Post-emergence herbicides kill weeds after they come up. Atrazine has both post-emergent and pre-emergent activity. I like it because it will kill weeds that are already up and keep more from coming up. Do not use it on actively growing Bermuda grass though--it will burn it. 

Other post-emergence herbicides include MSMA; 2,4-D; and Image.  Match the chemical with the weed to be killed and the lawngrass. If you need help identifying the weed or lawngrass, bring it by the Extension office in the Courthouse Annex in Warner Robins or at 733 Carroll St. in Perry.

Non-chemical methods of weed control include hand weeding, mowing, and proper lawn maintenance. Probably the best weed prevention is a thick, healthy lawn. Weeds have a hard time getting started in thick turf.

How do I kill algae growing in my lawn?  Algae or moss is common in lawns that have gotten thin. These do not weaken lawns, but merely grow in areas where the lawn is thin or weak. Things that cause weak spots include hard, wet or dry soils; nematodes; shade; tree roots and poor fertility--especially low pH.

There are some chemicals that will kill moss or algae, but the best control is to find out what is keeping the lawn from growing well and correct that problem. Then the grass should crowd out the moss or algae.  Call our office for a brochure on this problem.

What should I do for my plants that got damaged by the freeze?  We are just now seeing some plants put back out after the freeze. As frozen-back plants bud out we can see how much they were damaged by the freeze. Wait until they bud out before pruning. Then remove the dead wood.  Do not fertilize now as this may stress the plant further. Water plants when they get dry to help them recover more fully.

My gardenia looks sick.  What should I do?  I have not seen a good looking gardenia lately. Pests and the freeze have taken their toll. Several problems may be seen.

Gardenias, like azaleas, like an acid soil. If the pH is too high (above 6.0) they may become iron deficient. The younger leaves will become yellow--especially between the veins. The best way to correct this is to lower the soil pH by applying sulfur or aluminum sulfate. Iron sprays or drenches will provide temporary relief.

If there is mortar in the soil around the roots, you may not be able to get the pH low enough because of the supply of calcium in the mortar. In this case you will need to remove the mortar from the soil. When planting, especially around new houses, examine the soil in the planting hole for mortar and concrete chips and remove them.

Nitrogen deficiency may also make plants yellow. The whole plant will yellow starting with the older leaves. Apply an azalea fertilizer or a general shrub fertilizer as per label directions. 

If the leaves have a black, sooty appearance--insects may be the culprits. White flies, aphids, and scale insects excrete a sticky substance called honeydew. Sooty mold grows on this making the top of the leaf look dirty black. This black mold will often peel off the leaf. 

To stop sooty mold, kill the insects. Orthene or Cygon will kill most of these pests. Be careful with these--always reading and following label directions. Remember, they are toxic to you as well as to the insect. A less toxic alternative is using insecticidal soap. These soaps do not kill the insects as effectively but they are less toxic and the do not kill beneficial insects as readily. These beneficial insects (lady bugs, lace wings, assassin bugs, etc.) help you by eating the bad bugs that eat your plants. When using soaps, you may have to spray more times to get control.

Where can I get the best information on how to help my lawn and garden?  The Houston county Extension office has  brochures or other information available on a wide variety of home and garden topics.  You can reach us by calling 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry. Our job is to bring information from the University of Georgia into Houston County and your home. Give us a call or come by.

