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The practice of eeding ryegra ses into bermudagras athletic fields is a mainte-
nance trategy that has long been practiced in the southern United States, but
far too often the potential re ults and effect of the overseeding have not been

fully considered. With the arrival of football season, it' time to think about how over-
eeding mayor may not fit into your field management program.

Why over eed? Dr. Jeff Kran , my colleague at Mississippi State, made a state-
ment everal year ago that I have never forgot: "Over eeding is O'T an agronomic
deci ion it i an economic deci ion." \ hat Jeff meant was that you can disregard any
argument about how overseeding i po ibly good for the bermudagrass. Common
en e ay that introducing millions of seeds into a warm- ea on gras field just before

winter dormancy cannot be good for the warm- eason gra s. If you want uperior
bermudagrass, the an wer is imple: don't overseed!

However, Jeff' tatement also points out the "economic" ju tification for over-
eeding: color and playability. For outhern port field manager who are familiar

with "berrnudagra color" for + month out of the year (and if you grow it, you
know what I mean) there i tremendous sati faction in the color and striping possibil-
ities that pre ent them elves when an 0 er eeded berrnudagra s field peak in appear-
ance.

I an over eeded field more playable than a dormant bermudagrass turf? There i
no clear an wer, but the concept is that an actively growing gra will with tand the
wear and tear of athletic e ent better than a dormant or slowly growing gra .
However, don't correlate green turf cover from the over eeding gra s turf with recu-
perative potential. The ryegra e that are used for over eeding athletic fields are not
capable of producing lateral tern (rhizomes or stolon ); hence, once the stand i
thinned it cannot rapidly fill void in the canop .

Things to consider
any coache strongly believe that overseeded field are lick and thi contributes

to more player injury. Unfortunately there i not a lot of research that ha been done
to upport or di prove thi thought. rom work presented b) Dr. Don Waddington of
Penn tate and Florida's Dr. Grady Miller ( ee "Q& "p. 54), it appear that the criti-
cal factor in lipping on over eeded field i moisture on the leaf surface. 0 urpri e-
wet leave of any turf will increa e the chance of lipping. The debate continues.

Doe your field u e reall . ju ti~' overseeding? Consider thi : In i is ippi, the regu-
lar ea on for public high chool football ends for all team by overnber 9 in 2002. Out
of appro rirnately 250 team that play football in five cla ification, 0 will make the tate
playoff: beginning ov. 16. Thi mean that more than 6 percent of the team will not
be playing oon after Halloween (and a check of other outhern tate high chool athletic
a ociation how imilar scheduling). For orne of the e field that are over eeded it i
likel that their rregra eed ha not completed germination before the ea on i over!

Al 0, con ider that the average fir t killing fro t date in the northern half of our tate
i the fir t week of ovember and in the outhern half, it i roughly 7-10 dav later.

o i over eeding R LLY nece ary for your ituation? If our an wer i ye, then
do it, and do it well, but in many ituations 0 erseeding may e entially be wa ted time,
effort, and money.

What about over eeding for winter and/or pring port? pring ba eball i the be t
argument for over eeding bermudagra port fields. When baseball ea on begin (in

ebruarv in mo t tate in the outh) mo t bermudagra i till dormant. Throughout
the late 'winter and early pring month, the over eeded ryegra will be peaking in den-
ity playability and wear tolerance. he ryegra s will greatly retard bermudagra
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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 sport as well.)

What are you using?
What are ou going to overseed with? Perennial ryegras is the superior choice for

athletic field over eeding if you seek the highest quality playing surface. It is usually
more expensi e per pound than the other ryegrasses, but it performance usually ju ti-
fies the additional co t. Perennial ryegras has rapid germination and establishment,
excellent den ity, tolerates regular mowing as Iowa 2 inches, and is exceptionally wear
tolerant after e tabli hment. There are many cultivars available, but experi nee ha
hown that two- and three-way blend of cultivar have performed the best (i.e., you are

taking advantage of the genetic diversity gained by blending the grasses).
Remember though, the higher the den ity and qualitie of the ryegra turf the

more competition for the bermudagra . Our re earch in over eeding trial con i tently
show that the plot with uperior performing perennial ryegras es during the cooler
month are by far the lowe t quality bermudagra plots later that year.

Turf breeder have made great tride in improving the heat and drought tolerance
of perennial ryegra ,but the e gra e do not nece arily meet everyone' needs for a
uperior over eeding gra .

Why not? ain, defining ucce in over eeding is mea ured by how the gra fit
YOUR ituation, more heat and drought tolerant perennial ryegra i a logical
choice if you want to play baseball into late pring on a ryegra turf, but uch a grass is
not nearly a critical for you to use if your need for over eeding is fall football alone.
great re ource to determine how perennial ryegras culti ar are performing in your
region i the ational Turfgra Evaluation Program. iew the performance data on
the web at www.ntep.org.
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Annual ryegrass 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 u e should be considered. For fall foot-
ball, the use and appearance of the field dictates as much color and gras 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/lOOO sq. ft. are adequate, as the grass density will
increase over time.

Good timing
When should you overseed? Research from Texas A&M many years ago indicated

that overseeding establishment was most successful when soil temperatures at a 4-inch
depth peaked at approximately 70 degrees F for 4-5 consecutive days. Basing your over-
seeding date on oil temperatures allow for a very reliable environmental window that
balances adequate temperatures for ryegrass germination with slower bermudagrass
growth rates.

However, real-world situations where field use i extremel heavy often mean the
overseeding event is simply crammed into the be t break in the chedule pos ible. In
this ca e, it is best to schedule overseeding earlier in the eason rather than later in
order to provide future opportunities to apply more eed if necessary.

Overseeding earlier result in more rapid eed g rmination, but al 0 means greater
bermudagras competition, more disea e pre sure, and problem due to de ication,
heat, etc., so the field must be given constant attention! In very tight scheduling itua-
tions playing on a field immediately after eeding is unlikel to ignificantl damage
the seed, and likely improves soil to seed contact. On the other hand, heavy play on
seedling ryegrass ery likely removes mo t of our over eeding stand and re ult in an
unacc ptable stand (and the ne d to 0 erseed again IF it is possible and/or affordable).

The best ryegrass establishment is gained by mechanically thinning the bermudagra s
before seeding. Vertical mowing is an excellent way to prep a bermudagra field reducing
initial competition between the gra se and improving soil to eed contact ( ee photo). But
remember thi i absolutely one of the worst time of the year to everely di rupt the warm-
season turf. This practice solidifies our commitment to having the be to er eeding e tab-
li hment po ible and to ses common-sen e bermudagra manag ment a ide.

( ote: Vertical mowing at thi time of year i not intended to be a dethatching
event. If a significant thatch problem exi t on the fi ld, it should have been add res ed
during the ummer month .)

Pre-seeding applications of th growth regulator Primo have al 0 be n hown to
improve overseeding establishment by way of lowing th bermudagra growth, but
our peri nc ha indicated that thi treatment i not a uccessful as ertical mowing.
Another way to improve e tablishment if time, money and/or work force allow, i to
topdre the overseeded field following se d application. 1/ to 1/4 inch d pth top-
dressing with an appropriate oil material can greatly improve over eeding e tabli h-
ment by en uring soil to eed contact.

Preplant fertilization should balance the need of the emerging ryegra with the
potential growth response from the exi ting berrnudagras . Too much nitrogen \ ill
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encourage bermudagrass competition so an application of a complete fertilizer high
in pho phorus and potassium is desirable (e.g., an 8-24-24 at a rate of 200 pound
product per acre i often used at seeding). Later, as the ryegrass establishes and the
bermudagrass growth slow, fertilizers containing more nitrogen can be used to pro-
mote over eding de elopment. Fertilize as needed to promote growth and color for
yom particular needs, but realize that tmfgrass growth during the dead of winter will
be very limited for week at a time in many parts of the south.

Irrigation and mowing require some special consideration to enhance overseed-
ing e tabli hment. he irrigation philo ophy 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. nticipate numerous irrigation cycles throughout the day
for a period of 10-14 day, follov ed by a gradual hift in watering philosophy toward
"deeply and infrequently."

If it is po ible, 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 dryas possible
within your irrigation program. the turf establishes, gradually bring mowing
heights to your de ired level and mow regularly in order to promote turf density. The
ryegras e will be actively growing when daytime temperatures are consistently above
50 degree F, and annual ryegra in particular will require very frequent cutting to
maintain desirable turf quality.

e t spring, you willlikel ha e to make a choice regarding how to handle the over-
eeded turf and the tran ition back to bermudagras . If the field i only used for fall foot-

ball, then the ideal v a to handle the ryegra s overseeding i to chemically remove it as
soon as po sible to minimize spring competition with the emerging bermudagrass.

IIowever, for baseball or other pring sports, the trategy will likely be to maintain
the ry gra until the completion of the sport season. To hold the ryegrass is going to
require very careful water management a much a anything. One day of excessive heat
in the late spring can result in cata trophic 10 of an 0 erseeded stand.
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The striking visual appeal of an overseeded bermudagrass sports
field.

If you have no need for the ryegrass during the spring, then the prospects for chem-
ical removal are better than ever. on-selective herbicides such as Roundup Pro and
Finale have been successfully used to remove ryegrass from bermudagra s, but obvious-
ly the bermudagrass must be completely dormant. Kerb and Image are two herbicides
that have successfully been used for selective ryegrass control. ST

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