

It’s Time to Fertilize & Core Aerate Cool Season Lawns
     September is here, and it is an ideal time to aerate and fertilize cool-season lawns – Kentucky bluegrass and tall fescue.  Cool-season grasses are coming out of their summer doldrums and beginning to grow more vigorously as days shorten and temperatures moderate, especially at night.  Cool-season grasses naturally thicken up in the fall by forming new shoots at the base of existing plants.  Bluegrass re-establishes itself, spreading by underground stems called rhizomes.

     Two common aeration methods are power-raking and core-aerating.  Power-raking is primarily a thatch-control operation.  It can damage turf excessively if not done carefully.  For mostly fescue lawns or lawns with an inch of thatch or less, I don't recommend power-raking.  Thatch is a springy layer of light-brown organic matter that looks something like peat moss and is located above the soil but below the grass foliage.

     Core-aeration is a much better practice for most lawns. By removing cores of soil, core-aeration relieves compaction, hastens thatch decomposition and improves water, nutrient and oxygen movement into the soil.  Perform this operation when the soil is just moist enough to crumble easily when worked between the fingers.  Make enough passes so that holes are spaced about two to three inches apart.  Ideally, the holes should penetrate 2 to three inches deep.  Cores can be left on the lawn to decompose naturally.  This usually takes 2 or 3 weeks, depending on soil type.
     If your lawn has been severely damaged over the summer you may want to start over.  Soil aeration is just as important in this case and best achieved with a rototiller, which not only loosens the earth but also dislodges weeds and other dead or dormant plant material.  Once you've tilled, rake to get rid of clumpy plant debris and roll to smooth the surface.  Then fertilize and seed.

     K-State recommends fertilizing established fescue and bluegrass lawns with 1 to 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1,000 square feet in September.  Then apply another pound of nitrogen in November.  Aerate first so it is easier for the fertilizer to work into the soil.  Most of the nitrogen should come from a quick-release source at this time.  Trust me, the turf will use it.  It's been fasting all summer.  Most fertilizers sold in garden centers and department stores contain either quick-release nitrogen or a mixture of quick- and slow-release, but many of these mixed products are predominantly quick-release.  In any case, they can be used effectively for your fall applications.
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