Large aerators have made cultivation of sports fields
more practical and effective. Photo courtesy:
Cushman/Ransomes.

Autumn Aeration Tips:
Keeping Anead
©F CoOMDPaACEIon

By Mary Owen

(f‘\ ports turf managers are in
r‘C-:\ arguably the busiest time of year
N for activities on athletic fields,
especially those in municipalities. Intense
schedules mean heavy play and ulti-
mately some degree of soil compaction.
Plans should be formulated now for cor-
rection later, and in extreme instances
of compaction, measures should be taken
now to remedy the situation.

As soils become more compacted
because of wear of the turf and traffic,
the overall quality and vigor or the
sward deteriorates. There is less tiller-
ing and less rhizome development, there-
fore the grass cannot recover and remain
dense. The resiliency, the shock absorb-
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ing capacity of the turf, is reduced.
Player injuries can increase in frequency
and severity.

Roots are physically unable to pene-
trate as deeply as in aerated, friable
soil. Not only is water and nutrient
uptake reduced, but so is anchorage.
There is less leaf growth. Plants are
unable to utilize nitrogen as efficiently
as those growing in well-aerated soils. In
fact, when high nitrogen applications are
made to turf growing in compacted soils,
which is often done as a means of com-
pensating for less vigorous growth, root-
ing is even further restricted.

Core aeration provides a better envi-
ronment for turfgrass growth by increas-
ing the infiltration of water and air into
the soil. Oxygen, which is taken up by

o

plant roots and is critical to respira-
tion, becomes more available to plants.
The result is an increased ability of the
plant to do work needed for metabolism,
to grow new leaves, to put out new
tillers and rhizomes, and to increase
the volume and depth of roots.
Compacted soils have increased bulk
density. Bulk density is a measure of the
weight of a specific volume of soil. The
more soil material in a given volume, the
greater the weight, the higher the bulk
density, and the more compacted the soil.
As soil becomes compacted, the amount
of pore space, the empty space that is
capable of holding water or air, is
decreased. These spaces also provide
the pliancy of the soil, which allows for
physical ease of root penetration.



More heat is required to raise the
temperature of compacted soils, especially
those which tend to be heavy and wet.
These types of soils will stay cooler
longer in spring and can be the cause of
delay in turfgrass seed germination as
well as a contributor to poor control of
annual grassy weeds.

The relief of compaction increases
not only the infiltration of air, but also
the percolation of water into the soil. There
is a reduction in puddling and potential
for runoff. There is less likelihood of
ice buildup and damage such as occurred
during the winter of ’93-'94 on many
fields in New England.

On the other hand, core aeration per-
formed too late in the season, especial-
ly with core holes left open, might
increase the likelihood of root damage
caused by desiccation should the ensu-
ing winter prove to be an open and
deeply cold one.

Deep-tine cultivation, such as is done
with the VertiDrain, can remedy surface
as well as subsurface compaction. As the
solid-blade tines penetrate the soil, they
do not force the soil downward. Instead,
half of the soil touching the tine is moved
ahead of the tine, and half is moved
behind. As the tine is raised and the
machine moves forward, soil is literal-
ly pulled upward alongside the culti-
vation hole. The result is a greatly loos-
ened rootzone with the soil and turf
surface actually being raised. The tines
are followed by a roller which helps to
smooth out the surface,

Deep-tine aeration is being used suc-
cessfully on athletic fields and in other
areas where repeated surface-core or
solid-tine aeration has created a com-
pacted layer, where rootzone and/or
underlying conditions are poor, where
water infiltration is severely restricted,
or where traffic has been intense with lit-
tle correction over time.

Aeration provides an excellent oppor-
tunity for subsequent slice seeding, top-
dressing and other practices. Topdress
with a material appropriate for the soil
present or alternatively by dragging
the cores and thus shattering the soil pre-
sent back down into the aeration holes.

Soil should be moistened before aer-
ation, so that less friction is produced at
the soil/tine interface and tine pene-
tration will be most efficient.

While autumn, at the conclusion of the
fall sports season, is an excellent time to
aerate, there are several other times
when aeration would be beneficial,

depending on the scheduled use of the
fields involved. They are spring, just
prior to overseeding; later spring, just after
the spring sports season; and early fall,
prior to the fall sports season.
Aeration should otherwise be per-
formed whenever conditions warrant.
Avoid the hottest times of the summer
months, as the physical disruption might
only compound the stress of heat, humid-
ity and high soil temperatures on cool-sea-
son turfgrasses. If compaction must be
relieved during stressful times, choose

smaller diameter tines and irrigate
immediately after to reduce stress levels.

Aeration is one of the most important
cultural practices you can perform to pos-
itively influence overall plant health,
soil condition, and turf quality. Make sure
it is on your “To Do” list. Q

Editor’s Note: Mary Owen is region-
al turf specialist with the University of
Massachusetts Cooperative Extension
System.

BENTGRASS SOD

o Penncross, SR 1020, Crenshaw
Orher varieties grown on request

e Available year-round

o Washed or with sand

@ 3/16" heighr of cut

e Shipped anywhere in the U.S. and
Mexico via refrigerated trucks

e [nstallation available

GREENS

Maintained in a "putting green” state at our farm, West Coast Turf’s
greens quality sod comes to you fresh, meticulously manicured, and

essentially ready for play. Whether you choose bentgrass or Tifdwarf
hybrid bermuda, you'll discover a sod thar reflects our high standards

of quality. And one that exceeds your expectations.
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PREMIUM QUALITY SOD AND STOLONS

P.O. Box 4563, Palm Desert, CA 92261 619/360-5464 800/447-1840 FAX: 619/360-5616

® True “oldline” Tifdwart
(Tifgreen and P.D. 102 on request)
e Available overseeded for winter color
® Washed or with sand
® 3/16" heighr of cut
o Shipped anywhere in the U.S. and
Mexico via refrigerated trucks
o Installation available
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