Figure 5. A common lawn aerifier available at rental agencies. This roller-type aerifier

inserts tines as it rolls along.

Figure 6. Coring machines remove plugs of soil and grass and open up the soil for im-

proved aeration and water infiltration.

compaction. They give little or no benefit

and may actually increase surface com-

paction. Coring will:

+ Relieve surface compaction in the top
1to2inchesofsoil, whichisimportant
on heavily used lawns

« Improve soil aeration and water in-
filtration, especially on heavily used
lawnsand occasionally on moderate to
steep lawn slopes where water runoff
is rapid

+ Reduce thatch accumulation

Benefits of Coring

Increased

« water infiltration

« water percolation

+ soil aeration/venting
« thatch decomposition

Decreased
+ soil compaction

The cores that remain on the surface
as a result of aerification will gradu-
ally be melted down by rainfall or irriga-
tion—there is no need to remove cores
as is often seen on golf courses. The soil
that is brought to the surface will mix
with thatch. The increased oxygen from
aerification and the soil addition to the
thatch layer helps soil microbes break
down the thatch. Cores melting down on
the surface is similar to topdressing—the
process of applying light rates of soil or
sand over the turf.

Thatch reduction occurs because the
extracted soil mixes with the dead or-
ganic matter to create a natural compost.
Further, the increased oxygen in the soil
improves microbial activity that aids in
thatch breakdown. During wet weather,
however, the cores from heavy clays will
be very sticky on shoes, clothing, and
mowing equipment.

To make aerification worthwhile:

+ Usethelargestavailable tinesorspoons
(i.e., % inch to 1 inch in diameter).

« Force the tines to penetrate 2 to 3
inches deep. There is little to no ben-
efit if tines do not reach these depths.
Aerify while the soil is slightly moist
to improve tine penetration.

« Make 20 to 30 holes per square foot.

+ Repeattheentire process two or three
times a year. A single aerification is
practically useless if the soil is suf-
ficiently compacted.

+ Carryoutthisprocessonlywhenactive
turfgrowthis occurring (spring or fall
for cool-season lawns; summer only
for warm-season lawns). Since coring
increases light penetration into the
canopy, crabgrass and other weeds
may germinate if quick grass recovery
and fill-in does not occur.
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with just the force of your thumb.

How Do | know if | Need to
Dethatch or Core Aerate?

Dethatching and core aeration are
both serious causes of stress to the lawn.
If these cultivation practices are not
necessary, avoid them. Excessive cultiva-
tion is just as bad as not enough. As was
mentioned above, you can easily check
for thatch depth by cutting out a small
core of soil (or by inserting a soil probe)
and measuring the layer on top of the soil
surface. If the thatch is greater than half
an inch, proceed with one of the thatch
reduction methods detailed above.
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Figure 7. Check for compacted soil by trying to push the blade of a knife into moist soil

Soil compaction is also quite easy to
determine, and the most important thing
toknow about it is that it is notacommon
problem on lawns. If you frequently have
dogs, kids, and/or heavy equipment run-
ning over the lawn (especially following
rain/irrigation), compaction may be a
problem. The easiest way to check is to
insert a knife into a moist (not wet) soil.
If you can insert the knife with just the
force of your thumb, the soil is likely not
compacted sufficiently to worry about
(Figure 7). Dry soils (powdery when
crushed in your hand) are always harder
than moist soils, so do not perform this
test without sufficient soil moisture.

Frequency of dethatching

or coring depends on:

« The turf—Does it tend to thatch?

+ Thesoiltype—Isitaclayey subsoil
or loam?

« Your lawn management—How
aggressive are you with fertilizer
and chemicals?
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