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NE OF THE BIGGEST, if not THE biggest, common denominator among the
sports turf managers I know is a pure and simple love of growing grass—the science
and the art of preparing their fields for competition. When talking about their turf
they often sound like proud, involved and concerned parents discussing their chil-

dren. I had an NFL guy tell me once as he was leaving an STMA meeting, “I’ve got to get back
to my baby.”

So naturally (pun intended) the recent increase in the number of synthetic fields being built
across the country is troubling to many turf managers, some who see it as a real threat to their
livelihoods. From my following of this industry, I see two main reasons why more communities,
school districts, and higher education institutions are opting for synthetic. One is “keeping up
with the Joneses,” meaning nearby towns or schools have synthetic fields and so their neighbors
want one too; the other is, and this is a real shocker, money. As in, for example, if we build this
field we can have users on it 24/7 and profit from the rental fees.

Many facilities have the space and budget for both natural fields and a synthetic surface (or
more), which may be the ideal situation today. Often those lucky folks can have a showcase nat-
ural field for games and big events, while avoiding practice traffic and wear by using the syn-
thetic field. But some who don’t have that luxury, if they can afford to, are building synthetic
fields, often with funds generated by booster groups or wealthy donors.

Of course those in the know don’t claim synthetic fields are “maintenance-free” and that in-
cludes the industry’s main trade organization, the Synthetic Turf Council (see page 28 in this
issue for evidence). In fact, to get their money’s worth from infill surfaces, owners had best em-
ploy a good turf manager or risk needing to replace their investment years before its expected life.

My Google news feed titled “synthetic turf” regularly includes items from across the USA
where proponents of synthetics make “maintenance free” claims in public forums. A smaller
number of items include claims from citizens that the infill material is toxic, or the fields spread
bacteria to users, etc., and turf scientists from our best universities continue to conduct research
on environmental concerns.

Those same researchers, as well as turfgrass breeders, also continue to work to improve the
natural stuff and how it is maintained for sports use. Many of our readers work tirelessly to have
their natural fields in top shape year round as well. 

And while it’s understandable that some of the marketing tactics by the synthetic industry
make people’s teeth hurt, we all should realize there are uses for both it and natural turf. Manage-
ment teams that didn’t make taking care of their natural fields a big enough priority will proba-
bly repeat the mistake with their new fields.

Here’s hoping one day everybody truly appreciates the need for professionals to maintain ath-
letic surfaces of all kinds, for every athlete. n

Error of omission
In our March 2013 article “Turf farmers’ advice on choosing and successfully managing

thick-cut sod,” we used several photos, on pages 14 and 16, without crediting the source. Those
photos were from 2012 STMA Innovative Award winner, Paul Carlson of Green Source Inc. and
Central Sod Farms, and his SideKick machine. We regret the omission.
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From the Sidelines

O
Turf war 
doesn’t need a winner
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HAT I LIKE BEST about being an educator is that the learning never
stops, especially for the teacher. I recently completed an intensive training
and testing program on nutrient management with a group of generally well
educated, mid-to-late career professionals with varying turfgrass science

backgrounds. One of the participants I visited with over dinner was 3 years from retirement
and had recently been transferred into a new job. I learned that he had served in the military,
then with the state police, and finally in a job at the state engineering office. Due to budget
cuts, he was reassigned into a different branch of the agency for which he had no training at
all. Out of our conversation, he proceeded to give me a very different take on the word “ig-
norant,” a word I typically think of with a negative connotation.

“Doc, I used to think I should know everything, but I finally came to the realization that
no matter how hard I tried, I remained ignorant about most things. And, no disrespect in-
tended, but you are ignorant about most things, too. That’s just the way it is. But I want you
to know that while I am ignorant about all of this turfgrass stuff, I am not dumb…one just
doesn’t know what one doesn’t know. And one more thing, whoever said ignorance is bliss
definitely did not have his tail on the line trying to pass your test tomorrow.”

I very much appreciated his candor, his attitude, and, yes, even for reminding me just
how ignorant I am about many things!  

A key to combating ignorance is education. You will find an educational theme through-
out this month’s SportsTurf with a special emphasis on the 2014 Conference Educational pro-
gram. Education Committee Chairman Jeff Fowler and his committee have developed a
really well-balanced educational program that offers something for everyone. The program
contains a great mix of sports turf managers, academics, and commercial vendors, all ready to
share their expertise and experience with their colleagues. Do you learn by listening or by
doing? Do you learn in a classroom setting or through face-to-face contact? All of these inter-
actions are part of what makes our annual conference and trade show the success that it is.
Please plan on joining your peers next January in San Antonio to interact, attend the myriad
of educational sessions, and visit with our trade show vendors.   

By the way, when my new friend turned in his test he told me “I don’t know if I passed,
but I can assure you I am not as ignorant about turfgrass as I was yesterday.” I shook his
hand, thanked him for coming, and said “I’ve never appreciated so much being reminded
just how ignorant I am. You got me to looking for this quote from Confucius that applies to
both of us: ‘Real knowledge is to know the extent of one’s ignorance’.” I am proud to report
that my friend passed with flying colors. n
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Reminded of my ignorance
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tions for keeping fields thriving in
wet climates also work for fields in
dry climates. Soil structure and pore
space are the key elements.

Here are some particulars to con-
sider for real turf football fields that
host up to 70 events per year. In the
north, Kentucky bluegrass fields
should have a yearly rest period of
one full growing season in the
spring. For football fields in the
south, bermudagrass fields can be
overseeded in the fall for winter and
spring sports with a rest period in
the summer. Sound maintenance
practices are a must including: soil
testing, fertilization, mowing, irriga-
tion, aeration, seeding (if necessary),
and pest control (weeds, insects, and
disease). Commit to a yearly renova-
tion program and replace the sod
every 10 years. Most facilities that
have real turf football fields should
be able to afford these easy to follow,
full-proof methods. (See ESTI-
MATED BUDGET at the end of
this article.)

CONSTRUCTION 
AND RECONSTRUCTION

For an existing field, remove the
grass, treat the soil, grade, and sod.
If the budget allows, install irriga-
tion and subsurface drainage before
sodding. For a new field, start with
treating the soil.

Existing Grass Removal. The
easiest and least expensive way to re-
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FieldScience | By Jim Puhalla 

No more muddy
football fields 

 HERE’S THE SAME FIELD 4 YEARS LATER at the end of a season after hosting 70 events, and after re-
construction and yearly renovation.

J UST AS TECHNOLOGY to pro-
duce better synthetic turf football
fields improved over the past decade,
so has the technology for real turf

football fields. The ideas presented here for
football fields can be used for other fields that
have trouble keeping a thick stand of grass like

soccer, lacrosse, field hockey, and rugby fields.
This article includes the most recent recom-
mendations for grass football fields (grown on
native soil) to keep fields thriving. We will ex-
plore the latest technology in football field
construction, reconstruction, and renovation
that makes this possible. The recommenda-

Sound maintenance
practices are a must
including: soil
testing, fertilization,
mowing, irrigation,
aeration, seeding
(if necessary),
and pest control
(weeds, insects,
and disease).
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move the grass is to plow the existing grass
under just as a farmer would plow the field
to plant a new crop. Allow 3-4 weeks for
the sod to decompose. (See photo 1)

Soil Treatment. An additional benefit to
plowing is the compacted top layer of soil
ends up on the bottom and the loose soil
from the bottom ends up on top. This creates
better soil structure with more pore space for
improved drainage and rooting. Continue to
treat the soil by disking, lightly tilling, and
pulverizing (see photos 2 and 4).

Positive Surface Drainage. Perform a

topographic survey to determine the exist-
ing grade including consistency and per-
centage of slope. Then develop a proposed
grade plan to correct any inconsistencies re-
membering that grass football fields need at
least 1% slope to remain playable in wet
conditions.

Grade the field according to the pro-
posed grade plan using equipment with turf
tires or tracks to minimize compaction (see
photo 5).

Optional Pop-up Irrigation System.
All of the irrigation water lines must be in-

stalled in trenches that are a minimum of
18” deep if a subsurface drainage system is
going to be installed. This depth allows the
drainage system to be installed 12” deep
over the top of the irrigation lines (see
photo 6).

Optional Subsurface Drainage System.
The pipe for the drainage system must be
installed in trenches that are a maximum of
4” wide by 12” deep. Use 1” by 6” cloth
rapped vertical drains or 2” perforated cor-
rugated pipe. Backfill the trenches to the
surface with coarse to very coarse sand with

Photo 1 Photo 2

Photo 4

Photo 5 Photo 6

Photo 7

Photo 9

Photo 10


