Week of April 30, 2000


There is a Fungus Among Us


Willie Chance

They float in the air.  They come in our water.  Some sneak in on plants or ride in on our clothes, shoes, tools and toys.  Their tiny almost invisible spores are almost everywhere.  Our moist spring is perfect weather for fungi to grow.

These microscopic plants are a natural recycling system.  They decay dead leaves, plants, limbs, etc.  They return nutrients to the soil and add organic matter to the soil.  Some even produce edible parts while doing so.  We call these mushrooms.  One fungus is even responsible for making bread rise.

Fungi sound great, don’t they?  Unfortunately, they have a down-side.  Some fungi attack plants.  They cause leaf spots, blights and other problems.  The place I am seeing them most often lately is in our lawns.

I want to be cautious here.  We are having many lawn problems lately.  It seems like we usually do in the spring.  Most of these problems are not caused by fungus.  So how can you tell the difference?

First, what can we not blame on the fungus?  If a lawn did not green up this spring, it is not usually caused by a fungus.  We call this winter-kill.  Any stress can weaken the grass and it dies in the winter.  Stresses include last year’s drought, wet soils and poor lawn root systems.

The fungus problems I am seeing now are often on highly managed lawns.  With most disease problems, the lawngrass greens up and then develops dead patches.  The size and shape of these patches vary with the disease.

Brown patch can infect all our lawn grasses, but St. Augustine, Zoysia and ryegrass are most susceptible.  It is out most common lawn disease.  I diagnosed three samples Tuesday with this fungus disease.

The disease kills patches up to three or more feet across.  The dead grass will be brown (or straw-colored in St. Augustine) and the outer edge of the spot can be smoky grey to black.

Brown patch is favored by high moisture and nitrogen.  Do not fertilize with nitrogen until the disease is under control.  Let the soil dry well before watering and water between 

9:00 p.m. and 9:00 a.m.  Sharpen your mower blade to give a good clean, healthy cut.  Mow lawns when dry to slow disease spread.

Dollar spot is worse on Bermuda and Zoysia that is dry and poorly fertilized.  The dead patches are only a few inches across although they may grow together to form large irregular patches.  Dead grass is straw colored.  There may be a fuzzy growth (mycelium) on the leaves in the morning.  Fertilize and water the lawn as recommended to control dollar spot.  

With both of these diseases, you may want to spray once or twice with a fungicide like Daconil or Immunox.  These will slow the disease’s spread.  However, you must correct any cultural problems to prevent a re-occurrence.  In fact, some diseases may not be controlled using only fungicides.  

For more information on fungus or other things growing in your lawn, contact the Houston County Extension Service.  You can visit us on the Internet at www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston or E-mail us at wchance@uga.edu   Our phone number is listed under Houston County Government, as the Cooperative Extension Service.

