Maintaining the Grounds

verseeding southern

athletic fields

BY DR.

he practice of seeding ryegrasses into bermudagrass athletic fields is a mainte-

nance strategy that has long been practiced in the southern United States, bul

far too often the pult'ml;il results and effects of the n\'crwcding have not been
fully considered. With the arrival of football season, it’s time to think about how over-
seeding may or may not fit into your field management program.

Why overseed? Dr. Jeff Krans, my colleague at Mississippi State, made a state-
ment several years ago that | have never forgot: “Overseeding is NOT an agronomic
decision it is an economic decision.” What Jeff meant was that you can disregard any
argument about how overseeding is possibly good for the bermudagrass. Common
sense says that introducing millions of seeds into a warm-season grass field just before
\\'j’]t{'r {.1!1“1]&1”('_\ cannot h(.' E,_[“ll[} t‘ﬂr !hl' warme-season gr.'h"i. “‘ _\'U]l want \liI]{.'rjf‘T
bermudagrass, the answer is simple: don't overseed!

However, Jeff’s statement also points out the “economic” justification for over-
seeding: color and playability. For southern sports field managers who are familiar
with “bermudagrass color” for 84+ months out of the year (and if you grow it, you
know what | mean), there is tremendous satisfaction in the color and striping possibil-
i“{,‘.'i tllllt l)r{.’ﬁl.‘l'l' tI'IL’I]].'iCI\'L'h \\'IICH dn (]\.'L‘r.‘il_'['dl.‘d hl.'l‘[l‘lnl.l.'l{;l';].‘eh ﬁ(.'ld I)L’ilk.‘i n QI[)I]CQIT'
ance.

s an overseeded field more playable than a dormant bermudagrass turf? There is
no clear answer, but the concept is that an actively growing grass will withstand the
wear and tear of athletic events better than a dormant or slowly growing grass.
However, don't correlate green turf cover from the overseeding grass turf with recu-
perative potential. The ryegrasses that are used for overseeding athletic fields are not
capable of producing lateral stems (rhizomes or stolons); hence, once the stand is
thinned it cannot rapidly fill voids in the canopy.

Things to consider

Many coaches strongly believe that overseeded fields are slick and this contributes
to more player injury. Unfortunately, there is not a lot of research that has been done
to support or disprove this thought. From work presented by Dr. Don Waddington of
Penn State and Florida's Dr. Grady Miller (see “Q&A” p. 54), it appears that the criti-
cal factor in slipping on overseeded fields is moisture on the leaf surface. No surprise —
wet leaves of any turf will increase the chances of slipping. The debate continues.

Does vour field use really justify overseeding? Consider this: In Mississippi, the regu-
lar season for public high school football ends for all teams by November 9 in 2002. Out
of approximately 250 teams that play football in five classifications, 80 will make the state
playoffs beginning Nov. 16, This means that more than 67 percent of the teams will not
be playing soon after Halloween (and a check of other southern state high school athletic
assoclabions 's}i(}\\'!\ \il!lilllr aL‘}IL'dlI[IIIL_'_]. I'I{H' some UI’““.'S(_' I]L'I(I.‘? I!L]t are (“’{.’r.\cl.'(ll.'(l, ]l IS
likely that their rvegrass seed has not completed germination before the season is over!

Also, consider that the average first killing frost date in the northern half of our state
is the first week of November, and in the southern half, it is roughly 7-10 days later.

So, is overseeding REALLY necessary for your situation? If your answer is yes, then
do it, and do it well, but in many situations overseeding may essentially be wasted time,
effort, and money.

What about overseeding for winter and/or spring sports? Spring baseball is the best
argument for overseeding bermudagrass sports fields. When baseball season begins (in
February in most states in the south) most bermudagrass is still dormant. Throughout
the late winter and early spring months, the overseeded ryegrass will be peaking in den-
sity, playability, and wear tolerance. The ryegrass will greatly retard bermudagrass

14 september 2002

MICHAEL GOATLEY, JR.

Vertical mowing bermudagrass before overseeding enhances seed
germination and establishment.

regrowth, but since the entire spring schedule is going to be played on overseeded turf,
it is much easier to justify overseeding for spring baseball than for fall football. (These
comments would apply for spring soccer and other sports as well.)

What are you using?

What are you going to overseed with? Perennial rvegrass is the superior choice for
athletic field overseeding if you seek the highest quality playing surface. [t is usually
more expensive per pound than the other ryegrasses, but its performance usually justi-
fies the additional cost. Perennial ryegrass has rapid germination and establishment.
excellent density, tolerates regular mowing as low as 2 inches, and is exceptionally wear
tolerant after establishment. There are many cultivars available, but experience has
shown that two- and three-way blends of cultivars have performed the best (i.e., you are
taking advantage of the genetic diversity gained by blending the grasses).

Remember though, the higher the density and t|1|;1]i|i.c; of the ryegrass turf the
more competition for the bermudagrass. Our research in ov CI’N{:L‘('iIiL‘, iri;;ls consistently
shows that the plots with superior performing perennial rvegrasses during the cooler
months are by far the lowest quality bermudagrass plots later that year.

3 Turf breeders have made great strides in improving the heat and drought tolerance
of perennial ryegrass, but these grasses do not necessarily meet evervone's needs for a
superior overseeding grass. ‘

Why not? Again, defining success in overseeding is measured by how the grass fits
YOUR situation. A more heat and drought tolerant perennial r\cgr;-ass is a logical
choice if you want to play baseball into late spring on a r}cgr:ls§ turf, but such a grass 1s
not nearly as eritical for vou to use if vour need for u\'cr_“-{;(.]im_; is fall football alone. A
great resource to determine how perennial ryegrass cultivars ;n'-c performing in your
region is the National Turfgrass Evaluation Program. View the !)t‘ri‘.(lrlll"lllL"{_' (|;I1{'.I on
the web at www.ntep.org. '
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Annual rvegrass is the cheapest ryegrass per pound of seed, and is noted for having
the fastest germination, establishment, and growth rate of the ryegrasses. However, its
rapid growth rate means it has the most frequent mowing requirement, and it also has
poor traffic tolerance, and is extremely intolerant of temperature extremes (i.e., there
will usually not be a transition problem because it likely will not be around).

Use annual ryegrass primarily for a splash of color, but not when lasting turf perfor-
mance and quality are most important. The latest entries into overseeding programs
that warrant consideration are the intermediate ryegrasses. These hybrids are hoping to
combine the strengths of perennial and annual ryegrass and truly meet the niche of
southern overseeded turf by providing a rapidly establishing grass with good quality that
transitions quickly in the spring.

There are some promising releases on the market, but it is still too early in the
evaluation program to make recommendations. The earliest intermediate ryegrasses
more closely resembled annual ryegrass in performance and appearance, and would
have limited application for superior athletic fields.

What seeding rates should be used? Field use should be considered. For fall foot-
ball, the use and appearance of the field dictates as much color and grass as soon as
possible. Therefore, recommended seeding rates are anywhere from 10-20 pounds of
pure live seed per 1000 sq. ft. If the field is to be used only for spring sports, seeding
rates of 6-10 pounds of pure live seed/1000 sq. ft. are adequate, as the grass density will

increase over time.

Good timing

When should you overseed? Rescarch from Texas A&N many years ago indicated
that overseeding establishment was most successful when soil temperatures at a 4-inch
depth peaked at approximately 70 degrees I for 4-5 consecutive days. Basing your over-
seeding date on soil temperatures allows for a very reliable env ironmental window that
balances adequate temperatures for ryegrass germination w ith slower bermudagrass

Zrow th rates.

However, real-world situations where ficld use is extremely heavy often means the
overseeding event is simply crammed into the best break in the schedule possible. In
this case, it is best to schedule overseeding earlier in the season rather than later in
order to provide future opportunities to apply more seed if necessary.

Overseeding earlier results in more rapid seed germination, but also means greater
bermudagrass competition, more disease pressure, and problems due to dessication,
heat, etc., so the field must be given constant attention! In very tight scheduling situa-
tions, playing on a field immediately after seeding is unlikely to significantly damage
the seed, and likely improves soil to seed contact. On the other hand, heavy play on
seedling ryegrass very likely removes most of your overseeding stand and results in an
unacceptable stand (and the need to overseed again IF it is possible and/or affordable).

The best rvegrass establishment is gained by mechanically thinning the bermudagrass
before seeding. Vertical mowing is an excellent way to prep a bermudagrass field, reducing
initial competition between the grasses and improving soil to seed contact (see photo). But
remember this is absolutely one of the worst times of the year to severely disrupt the warm-
season turf. This practice solidifies your commitment to having the best overseeding estab-
lishment possible and tosses common-sense bermudagrass management aside.

(Note: Vertical mowing at this time of vear is not intended to be a dethatching
event. If a significant thatch problem exists on the field, it should have been addressed
during the summer months.)

Pre-seeding applications of the growth regulator Primo have also been shown to
improve overseeding establishment by way of slowing the bermudagrass growth, but
our experience has indicated that this treatment is not as successful as vertical mowing.
Another way to improve establishment if time, money, and/or work force allow, is to
topdress the overseeded field following seed application. A 1/8 to 14 inch depth top-
dressing with an appropriate soil material can greatly improve overseeding establish-
ment h_\' ensuring soil to seed contact.

|'n'p];||1t fertilization should balance the needs of the CINCTEINE ryegrass with the

potential growth response from the existing bermudagrass. Too much nitrogen will
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encourage bermudagrass competition so an application of a complete fertilizer high
in phosphorus and potassium is desirable (e.g., an 8-24-24 at a rate of 200 pounds
product per acre is often used at seeding). Later, as the ryegrass establishes and the
bermudagrass growth slows, ferfilizers containing more nitrogen can be used to pro-
mote overseeding development, Fertilize as needed to promote growth and color for
your particular needs, but realize that turfgrass growth during the dead of winter will
be very limited for weeks at a time in many parts of the south,

Irrigation and mowing require some special considerations to enhance overseed-
ing establishment. The irrigation philosophy on a newly established field is “lightly
and frequently.” The strategy is to maintain a moist soil surface, while not drowning
or washing away the seed. Anticipate numerous irrigation cycles throughout the day
for a period of 10-14 days, followed by a gradual shift in watering philosophy toward
“deeply and infrequently.”

If it is possible, refrain from mowing the turf for a few days after seeding. Raise

the mowing height, remove baskets, and try to mow when the turf is as dry as possible

within your irmigation program. As the turf establishes, gradually bring mowing
heights to your desired level and mow regularly in order to promote turf density. The
ryegrasses will be actively growing when daytime temperatures are consistently above
50 degrees F, and annual rvegrass in particular will require very frequent culting to
maintain desirable turf quality.

Next spring, you will likely have to make a choice regarding how to handle the over-
seeded turf and the transition back to bermudagrass. If the field is only used for fall foot-
ball, then the ideal way to handle the ryegrass overseeding is to chemically remove it as

SOOI as pcmlhh to minimize spring competition w ith the emerging bermudagrass

However, for baseball or other spring sports, the strategy will likely be to maintain

the ryegrass until the completion of the sport season. To hold the ryegrass is going to

require very careful water management as much as anything. One day of excessive heat

in the late Spring can result in (‘:ll.i\m:]alli\' loss of an overseeded stand.

The striking visual appeal of an overseeded bermudagrass sports
field.

If you have no need for the rvegrass during the spring, then the prospects for chem-
ical removal are better than ever. Non-selective herbicides such as Roundup Pro and
Finalé have been successfully used to remove ryegrass from bermudagrass, but obvious-

ly the bermudagrass must be completely dormant. Kerb and Image are two herbicides

that have successfully been used for selective rvegrass control. ST

Michael Goatley, |r. is professor of plant and soil sciences at Mississippi State University.
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