Dead grass, how many
headaches does it give the
sports turf manager? It
causes disease, dry patch
and fairy rings, water
retention, black layer, poa
annua ingress and slow
playing surfaces that seem
to eat fertiliser, water,
fungicides and top dressing.

By Martin Ward, Symbio

THATCH - your
friend and food

for fine

atch 1 only a problem

because, 1n the sterile

environment of sportstarf, i
does noi 1[1';_-‘|;|t|:-.

Fraditional turf management
encompasses soll physics and
chemistry but almiost completely
ignores the thind element, the soil
biclogy necessary for healthy plant
growth. Ignoring soil binlogy results
int thatch which develops because of
foreed wrowth camsed by excessive
cheinical iulmh. and must he
rernoved by physical means,

The simple solaton is woadd soil
biology to vour management
programime and thatch will be
degraded in sim and converted
back to plam and microbial food,
humus and organic acids - the
huiltlini.__" blocks of healthy soil soil.

Traditional physical and chemical
solutions cost money

Teal b t1:||'-lt'|H anel s ;1|'i|}.|||H' needs
expensive machines and lots of
topdressing. On putting greens the
disruption means you lose days ol
green fee income. To hollow core a
hectare of greens anc :||r|-|-,' B0-60
tennes of topdressing costs £2,0040) -
£3,000 per operation and, on
championship courses and pay and
play courses, meny times this sum
may he lost when reduced green fee
income is taken into account.
However, il you have a reasonably
well draining rootzone all this werk

grass!

i5 unnecessary !

Let s start by looking at the
underlying problem. Thatch is
imade up of dead grass, shoots and
rools that build up on the surface
which is usually diluted with wop
dressing.

This cleadd l.'l';‘:i,"l;ﬂ:lli,' matter is f
of the nutrients and wrace elements
that have been applied to the swas
I you could rip off the thatch lave
and compost it vou would make
nutrient rich compuost full of NP,
humus, organic acids and the
bacteria, fungi, proweca and
nemarodes thal make upr healthy
living soil,

Living soil depgrades thawch as n
forms. To degrade a baild up of
thatch quickly and evenly you need
two simple ingredients, soil
microbes, especially fungi, and air
everyihing else is provided in your
daily managerment routine,

The best form of aeration for
thatch I'Il.‘,"-_':'l'.-l_ll.'.llli i 1% ||4_'|||_u'||l L1%E
of small micro tnes or a sorrel
voller: there is no need o damage
the playing surlace in any way. Soil
fungi need o be added o all b
the most naturally managed
surfaces.,

This can be easily done with a
commercial inoculant like Symbio
ThachEater. It is important that
the inoculant is Mungal dominam
becanse, in the natural
environment, fungi degrade the



cellulose and lignin that turn thatch into
humus, organic acids and release the
locked up nutrients as plant food.,

Soil Biology Saves Money

Once the thatch starts to degrade your
fertiliser, fungicide, irrigation and
wetting agent inputs will start to reduce,
because water percolates faster and plant
food is released into the rootzone for
strong growth.

Reduced fertiliser

Accurate figures for the nutrient content
of thatch are hard to obtain because of
the different density, percentage of
topdressing and fertiliser applied. Thatch
contains NPK and trace elements. If you
have 3cm of thatch covering a hectare of
greens you have 300m® of dead organic
matter diluted with topdressing. If just
half of this layer is degraded it is the
equivalent of applying many tonnes of
green waste,

Thatch contains at least 3gms/kg of
nitrogen The average golf green
produces between 5-10 tonnes of thatch
per hectare per year. If this is degraded
instead of removed you recycle up to
30kg of nitrogen in slow release organic
form each year.

Disease management

Converting thatch to plant food creates a
free draining nutritious, environment
that grows stronger, more disease
resistant grass. Two other disease defence
mechanisms can also be brought into the
turf manager’s armoury. Thatch is the
source of nutrient for many fungal
diseases, especially fusarium. If you
colonise the thatch layer with beneficial
fungi and bacteria, they will form a
protective barrier around the roots to
stop pathogens infecting the plant and
out compete pathogenic disease causing
fungi for nutrient.

Goodbye fairy rings and
fungal dry patch

Thatch fteeds basidiomycetes, the soil
fungi that create fairy rings. These funei

degrade the thatch, releasing nitrogen
which creates the green ring that
expands as the fungi grow. They also
release hydrophobic proteins that coat
soil particles, creating the white,
mushroomy smelling soil that is bone dry
in summer. You do not need to see the
green ring to suffer from fungal dry
patch. Competitive exclusion of the
basidiomycetes by beneficial thatch
degrading fungi will reduce the nutrient
available so that the green rings and dry
patch will reduce or even disappear.

Promote fine grasses

Practically every turf manager that breaks
down thatch biologically and increases
fungal dominance in the rootzone
reports an increase in the fine grasses.
The increase may come from over
seeding or ingress of indigenous species,
especially rye, fescue or agrostis in the
sward. This is because fine grasses need a
good balance between fungi and bacteria
in the soil to thrive, while poa annua and
early successional grasses and weeds need
bacterial dominant soils. As the
introduced fungi degrade thatch they
produce the organic acids they need for
their own survival, thus ensuring
continued conditions for fine grass and
low thatch swards.

In summary, physical disruption costs
money while natural processes create a
low thatch, low disturbance environment
tor healthy fine grass growth. Regular
hollow coring is not necessary unless the
drainage is so poor that the tine holes
themselves create the drainage system.

What you can save per year using
thatch as food for soil biology

* 30-60 tonnes topdressing

* 2-3 fungicide applications

* 50kg nitrogen plus K and P

* The cost of hollow tines and blade
damage

* Reduced irrigation
* No down time for green fees
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