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2011 Organic Lawn Care

Maintaining a 100% organic lawn means more than just abstaining from the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. As in any organic gardening endeavor, it means feeding the beneficial microorganisms in the soil beneath the lawn. Healthy soil life makes for healthy soil, which produces a healthy lawn. Of course all other culturally associated procedures have to be followed such as liming when necessary.

Fertilizing


In theory any type of organic matter would feed the soil under a lawn, but any of the granular organic foods would be better to use because they are easier to spread. McArdle’s now carries six organic lawn fertilizers. Espoma’s Organic Lawn Booster (25lbs.) covers 2,500 sq. ft. and sells for $39.99, Espoma’s Organic Lawn Food (30 lbs.) covers 2,500 sq. ft. and sells for $34.99, Ringer’s Lawn Restore (25 lbs.) covers 2,500 sq. ft. and sells for $44.99, Scott’s Natural Lawn Food covers 4,000 sq. ft. and sells for $44.99, and Milorganite covers 2,500 sq. ft and sells for $19.99.


Feed your lawn three times a year: early spring, early summer, and early fall. This is especially important if you are coming off of a chemical fertilization program that suppressed the biological activity in your soil. You may want to consider applying a beneficial microbial innoculant to quickly build up the microorganisms in the soil.  Espoma’s Organic Microbial Soil Conditioner is an excellent one to use. A 35 lb. bag covers 5,000 sq. ft. and sells for $29.99. Apply this product early in the morning and water it in.

Crabgrass and Weed Prevention


Corn gluten meal has been found to be a crabgrass and common lawn weed pre-emergent. It works by stopping the root development of seedlings just after germination occurs.  Apply corn gluten in early spring, about three to five weeks before weeds germinate. Water it in after application and let it dry. For best results apply it again during the cooler temperatures of late summer. Corn gluten takes about three seasons of application to become completely effective. McArdle’s offers Espoma’s Organic Corn Gluten Weed Preventer (25 lbs.) which covers 1,250 sq. ft. and sells for $44.99. This product has a granular texture, which allows it to pass through a spreader without clogging like some other corn products do.


The best way to keep weeds out of a lawn is to maintain a healthy thick turf. And, keep it mowed high, between 2.5 to 3.5 inches. These two practices help to stop weeds from getting established in the first place.

Weed Control


To spot kill weeds or undesirable grasses, use one of the non selective weed killers which are derived from naturally occurring ingredients, such as the citrus and vinegar based ones. BurnOut Weed & Grass Killer is one you could try. But be careful! Concentrate your spray on just the weed since these products will kill all vegetation including grass.

*There is no selective organic granular weed killer that we know of as yet.


Ortho has developed an iron based product called Whitney Farms Lawn Weed Killer which they claim will kill weeds in the lawn and not harm the grass.  A pre-mixed liquid, it’s worth a careful try.

Insect Prevention and Control


Many of the organic insect controls are directed towards grubs. However, some of the older controls have been used against other insects and have shown promising results. And some newer organic controls have been introduced as well.


One of the oldest is Milky Spore. It's a bacteria based disease, which infects grubs, but does not affect humans, pets, wildlife, or microorganisms in the soil. The spore is applied to the lawn where it's ingested by the grubs. The infected grubs live for about two weeks. When they die many more spores are released into the soil. Other grubs ingest these spores and so the spores spread. Eventually the spores become established over your whole lawn, but it does take time. The more grubs in the lawn, the quicker the spores spread. For these two reasons, it is not recommended as the sole control for high quality turf that is under a severe grub invasion, because during the long time it takes the large grub population to spread the spore most of the turf can be destroyed. However, once established in the lawn it can remain viable for up to twenty years.


Apply Milky Spore whenever the ground is not frozen. Water it in lightly. St. Gabriel Laboratories produces the spore in two forms. One is a powder where you apply one teaspoon in 3-foot squares. The other is granular and is applied with a spreader. For best results, apply the granular form three times per year (spring, summer and fall) for two years. This method provides for a quicker build up of Milky Spore in the soil. A 20lb. bag covers 7,000 sq. ft. and sells for $54.99.


A product from Bonide called Grub Beater Insect Control is a botanical insecticide derived from the seeds of the neem tree. It disrupts insect feeding, molting ability and reproduction. Acting as both an insect killer and a repellent, Grub Beater works on a variety of surface and subsoil insects including white grubs, sod web worms, army worms and chinch bugs. When grubs are the target pest, it’s a good idea to lightly water the area that’s been treated. This allows the neem to penetrate the turf so as to kill them. It’s available in a quart size ready to spray unit that attaches to a garden hose.


Beneficial nematodes are a biological insect control. These are predator organisms that seek out beetle grubs, chafers, sod webworms, and armyworms. Release them when the target insect begins to be active. Nematodes are sold in a "dormant" form and you "activate" them by adding water to the container they are stored in. Then you mix this slurry with more water and spray it over the lawn to release them. Nematodes should be released into moist soil, so it's wise to water the lawn before application. It's also important to water them into the soil after application. Apply nematodes in the early morning, early evening, on cloudy or rainy days. Never on a sunny day! They are most effective when the soil temperature is between 65 to 85 degrees.


Spinosad, a new organic insecticide, is derived from the fermentation juices of a natural soil bacterium. It affects an insect’s nervous system and has to be ingested by it. So it can be used against chewing insects such as armyworm, sod webworm, and cat fleas. Insects may still be seen up to two days after spraying, but they will have stopped active feeding before being killed.


Spray spinosad in early morning or late evening to minimize any possible leaf burn. Do not spray during hot and humid weather. This is important to remember since many organic controls are liquids. Granular controls are generally safer to use because the potential for leaf burn is much less. But watching the weather (do not spray liquids during hot spells) and timing the application properly (early morning or late evening) should prevent any damage.


A new product from a company called EcoSmart is their Organic Insect Killer Granules For Lawns and Landscapes.  This is a granular product whose plant-based formula kills and repels over 100 insects including chinch bugs and army worms.  A 10 lb. bag treats up to 5,000 square feet and sells for $27.99.


* Remember when seeding, you should use endophytically enhanced grasses. They contain natural fungi that repel foliar feeding insects. Found in improved ryegrass and fescue varieties, McArdle's has these in their Town of Greenwich, Sunny, and Shady Grass Seed mixes.

Disease Prevention


On an organically maintained lawn it's better to talk in terms of disease prevention than of disease control. A properly maintained organic lawn should have few disease problems. This means keeping the level of beneficial microorganisms high and following all of the correct cultural practices for growing turf.


When a disease problem occurs, try spreading a thin layer of compost or spraying a compost tea over the affected area. It’s best to do this at the onset of the disease. Compost tea is the most general organic disease control.


These are some liquid organic fungicides that are normally used on other plant material that will work on certain lawn diseases. Like compost teas, these are better used as preventatives, but do have curative properties. And once again, watch the weather and time the spraying for early morning or late afternoon in order to avoid leaf burn.  


Liquid Copper is an old general purpose organic fungicide. It can be used for dollar spot, rust, certain leaf blights and certain leaf spots.


Serenade is a relatively new product made from a strain of bacteria. It is a favorite of organic growers. Serenade controls anthracnose, brown patch, dollar spot powdery mildew and rust.


Actinovate is a beneficial bacterium in the form of a water soluble powder. It is especially effective against root decay diseases. When used as a preventative, research has shown it to work as well or better than most chemicals. Actinovate controls gray mold, brown patch, take-all Patch, powdery mildew, leaf spots, rusts, and pythium. It also has the added benefit of increasing plant vitality and improving root growth.


The most important procedure to follow is to seed improved grass varieties that have been developed to be resistant to disease. It's best to blend a couple of these varieties to maximize resistance and insure that should disease strike one variety, there will be others left that will survive.

Seeding


The procedures for seeding, spot seeding, or overseeding an organic lawn do not differ from those used for other lawns. However, for a starter fertilizer an organic lawn food or a fertilizer that stimulates root development must be utilized. These can be applied on the same day as the seeding is done.


When using a lawn food, take care not to use one that contains corn gluten as one of it’s ingredients since this will negatively affect germination rates. And be sure not to use a corn gluten weed preventer if seeding is to be done in the near future. If corn gluten has been applied to the lawn, 10 to 12 weeks must elapse before seeding is attempted.


It’s better to use a fertilizer that directly promotes root development. Espoma’s Organic Kelp Booster Plus is an excellent product for seeding. Used when planting, kelp has been shown to induce a healthy root system. Kelp Booster Plus also contains calcium which enhances plant growth. Espoma’s Bio-Tone Starter 4-3-3 is another possible choice since it’s used for helping new plantings get established.



Recent research has indicated that it’s a good idea to over seed a lawn periodically during the growing season. Some researchers suggest as often as one a month! The theory is to keep the lawn as thick and healthy as possible and frequent overseeding is a cost efficient way to do that.


As stated earlier, use endophytically enhanced grass seed whenever available and choose improved varieties that are disease resistant. Also consider drought tolerant mixes, such as deep rooted tall fescues, as they require less watering.

Living With an Organic Lawn


To maintain a lawn organically you must develop a different attitude as to what to expect from this lawn, especially at the start of the program. You may have to tolerate an occasional weed. You will have to deal with dead spots by doing more reseeding. You must monitor this lawn closely so you can react quickly to any problem that arises. However as time goes on there is no reason why an organically maintained lawn should not outshine a chemically dependent one.

Espoma’s Organica 4 Step Lawn Program


Organica’s Four Step Lawn Program works differently than chemical programs. Instead of targeting specific reoccurring problems, it develops a healthy soil environment for the lawn to grow in. It does this by restoring beneficial microorganisms to the lawn’s soil and introducing slow release nutrients to feed the grass itself. This creates a naturally healthy lawn that will, over time, withstand the problems associated with a chemically dependent one.

The basic program as follows:

Step 1:  Lawn Booster (8-0-1). (Spring)  A biologically enhanced slow release fertilizer.


This step improves soil biology and stimulates natural lawn growth.  1 bag (25 
lbs.) covers 2,500 sq. ft. and sells for $39.99.

Step 2:  Kelp Booster Plus (Late Spring)  A kelp based product that promotes root growth 
and development.  This step increases resistance to environmental extremes.  

1 bag (35 lbs.) covers 5,000 sq. ft. and sells for $25.99.

Step 3:  Kelp Booster Plus (Summer)  A soil conditioner that also supplies beneficial 
soil microorganisms.  This step further increases nutrient availability, reduces 
nutrient leaching, and makes for a better soil structure.  1 bag (35 lbs.) covers 
5,000 sq. ft. and sells for $25.99.

Step 4:  Lawn Booster (8-0-1) (Early Fall)  A repeat application of Step 1.  This step will 
slowly feed the lawn through fall and winter.  1 bag (25 lbs.) covers 2,500 sq. ft. 
and sells for $39.99.

This program was designed to cover segments of 5,000 sq. ft. areas. This involves applying six bags within that area over the course of the season.


The program sequence changes for certain lawns that are under stress, or have been exposed to different environmental conditions, or are in need of repair. Those changes and the timing of application are summarized as follows:

Espoma’s Organic Customized 4 Step Lawn Program

When spring seeding is required:

Step 1:  Kelp Booster Plus + Seed (Spring)

Step 2:  Lawn Booster (Late Spring - after seed has germinated)

Step 3:  Kelp Booster Plus (Summer)

Step 4:  Lawn Booster (Late Summer - Early Fall)

When transitioning from high nitrogen synthetic program:

Step 1:  Lawn Booster (Spring)

Step 2:  Kelp Booster Plus (Late Spring)

Step 3:  Lawn Booster (Early Summer)

Step 4:  Kelp Booster Plus (Summer)

Step 5:  Lawn Booster (Late Summer - Early Fall)

When turf is under stress (heat, drought, foot traffic)

Step 1:  Lawn Booster (Spring)

Step 2:  Kelp Booster Plus (Late Spring)

Step 3:  Kelp Booster Plus (Early Summer)

Step 4:  Kelp Booster Plus (Mid - Late Summer)

Step 5:  Lawn Booster (Late Summer - Early Fall)

Jim Zanetti is the manager of the Garden Shop and has 29 years of experience with McArdle's.
