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Sustainable Turf Grass is Not an Oxymoron

By: Steve Renquist
              541-672-4461                  steve.renquist@oregonstate.edu
Turf grass can be a versatile landscape plant providing a number of ecological services helping to protect our environment; soil cover and stabilization are the most obvious. Whenever a developer moves earth to build a new home, a large amount of soil is left without cover. Turf grasses establish quickly, holding the soil in place while the landscape matures. They also sequester carbon from the atmosphere and clean the air, but not at the rate of established trees. Nationwide there is far more grassland than forest canopy making grasses as important as trees at tying up carbon in our environment. Grasses also contribute to cooling urban spaces. Houses and paving absorb and give off more heat. Grasses transpire moisture making our neighborhoods more comfortable. Hardscapes direct moisture away from urban land sending it directly to storm sewers and rivers along with pollutants. Turf areas absorb rainfall, allowing the infiltration of water to recharge our groundwater supplies. 
A non ecological service that turf provides is recreation for our yards and sports fields. Without turf sports areas, our communities would not be providing the quality of life we all desire. Another important service is becoming more evident as people move into the country where grasses provide fire protection space between homes and forest or brush. Turf grass that is kept somewhat green and mowed low during the fire season gives homeowners a defensible space without the dirt and dust that bare soil produces.

For turf grass areas to be considered sustainable you have to manage them correctly and that means keeping the inputs to a minimum. You should only fertilize turf when you notice it is not growing vigorously enough to make a good stand or it has a poor unhealthy color. If you decide to fertilize your lawn, choose several light applications over one heavy application. This allows the grass to capture most of the nutrients without leaching or washing away. In summer, you should also be managing your irrigation wisely to develop a deep rooted turf that can survive on occasional deep watering. Daily light watering develops shallow roots that cannot sustain the turf without water during times of drought. Deep rooted turf also has much greater resistance to insect pests and disease if they infect your landscape. 
If you are interested in learning more about managing your turf grass sustainably, which types of turf are best for our area, and much more, then plan to attend a turf grass course offered by Oregon State University Extension of Douglas County and OSU Extension Specialist Tom Cook. Tom Cook recently received the Distinguished Service Award from the Golf Course Superintendents Association of America for 36 years of teaching excellence. The course will be held December 11th, 10:00am until noon at the OSU Extension office in Roseburg at 1134 S.E. Douglas Avenue next to the Douglas County Courthouse. The course is open to the general public for $15. Register by calling 672-4461. 
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