SOD IT – THE DIRT ON GRASS

Whether it’s bermuda, bent grass, kikiyu, fescue, rileys, St Augustine or Santa Ana, there’s no doubt that the type of grass used on a fairway or putting green will have a significant impact on your game.

On the fairway for example, professionals will tell you that certain types of grass will affect the size of a scuff mark or divot and your ability to create one. 

Some grasses, such as bent grass, have a thinner and more delicate blade structure than most other grasses while their root structures are also more vertical.  Together these traits mean that these grasses more easily produce divots.

On the other hand, the Bermuda and fescue grasses that abound on a large number of leading Queensland courses make it tougher to produce divots.  These grasses feature wider and tougher blades.


The type of grasses used throughout a course will also impact on the general look and feel of the course.  For instance, a grass that can be mown to different heights offers greater creativity for golf course designers.  And one that requires year-round low maintenance will ensure a course is always in good order with less GURsto account for through a playing year.

Bermuda grasses are a common choice in Australia and come in several varieties, one of the most common of which is the Tifgreen 328.  The 328’s wide range of mowing heights and low, dense growth habit make it on of the most versatile hybrid Bermudas. Tifgreen 328 combines very fine texture with a beautiful green color. Overseeding well, this is a grass that has fewer pest and disease problems than cool season grasses.  It recovers quickly from injury with vigorous, dense growth habit, and tolerates close mowing to a wide range of mowing heights.

But grasses selected for putting greens can arguably have a greater influence on your game, influencing the results of your short game.

The characteristic of a putting grass will most notably impact your ability to ‘read a green’ in terms of determining the ‘influence’ on your ball – that is, what factors will impact the direction and distance you require from a stroke.

Two factors influence the ability to read a green – slope and grain.

Most greens are designed with some slope so they can drain water and any green may well comprise a number of slopes to influence your putt.  That’s why it’s important to always take note of the overall contour of the green and surroundings.  Remember a green is three-dimensional so visually check the natural roll of the land.  Try and determine where the course architect may have intended the water to run off.  

Natural water run off and natural topography however, are not always symbiotic.   This is where grain comes into play.

Grain refers to the tendency of a species of grass to grow in a certain direction. Remember that, because greenkeepers rotate mowing patterns, a uniform pattern of grain generally is not established. At professional championship competition where greens are mowed to 1/8 inch, the short leaf blade exhibits no (or insignificant) grain pattern that would affect putting.

Still, it’s worthwhile understanding the impact of grain.

Grain tends to run in the direction of the natural contour of the land - away from hills and toward places where creeks and ponds naturally occur. 

Exposure to sunlight at only certain times is another factor.  For example, because bermuda grasses are thicker-leaved, they tend to have more grain than other grasses. Bermuda is a grass that’s particularly shade intolerant, so it has a tendency to grow toward the sun, the influence of which usually ends facing the west. 

Prevailing weather – particularly wind - can also influence the grain. 

With the impact grass can have on your game, it’s no wonder that all golf clubs, everywhere in the world, take their turf very seriously and the nature and type of grass that is laid is carefully considered.

In Australia, decisions into the type of turf that is laid are influenced by the technical division the Australian Golf Course Superintendents Association (AGCSA).

AGCSATech was established in 1999 with the aim to produce independent research and consultancy advice to the golf and recreation industry.  AGSATech provides a number of services including soil nutrient analysis soil physical analysis, plant tissue analysis, disease and pest identification, nematode identification, water analysis, turf analysis and project management.


According to its Technical Advisor, Andrew Peart, there are two types of grasses used throughout Australian course:  cool season grasses including bent grass, rye grass and fescues; and warm season grasses such as couch, buffalo and kikuyu.

Throughout your research into which golf course to play, you may have seen many courses flaunting the virtues of their Bermuda greens and couch fairways.

“Bermuda is actually a type of couch, technically known as cynodon dactylon.  Grasses like Bermuda, tifdwarf, tifgreen or Santa Ana are couch hybrids that have been interbred with the cynodon trasnvaalensis, a couch grass native to South Africa,” Andrew says.

“Couch itself is not a species native to one particular country but can be described as cosmopolitan.”

So what’s the difference between a cool and warm season grass?

Andrew says cool grasses prefer optimal temperatures between 15-25 degrees Celsius. 

“They are bunch type grasses which tend to grow vertically and are propagated via seeding.  If you want to repair a cool grass divot, sand must contain seeds to enable regrowth,” he says.

Warm season grasses, on the other hand, require optimal temperatures of between 25-35 degrees Celsius and tend to be have both above ground stems (stolons) and underground stems (rhizomes) which means they can be propagated via cuttings or vegetation.  A divot will therefore easily repair without the need for seeding.

Andrew says AGCSA Tech is continually seeking ways to advance turf science with the focus on creating grasses that minimise environmental impacts.

“We are now trying to find more appropriate species to match the environmental needs of the country,” Andrew says.

“We are looking for grasses that adapt better to lower irrigation and which can tolerate higher levels of salinity.

“We are seeking to develop grasses that cope better with the stress of dealing with the two key issues for the greenkeeping industry – the lack and quality of water.

“Most superintendents today want grasses that use less fertiliser, that are environmentally-friendly, and which perform well under lower levels of nutrition,” he says.

Andrew says couch is considered to be the  most appropriate grass for fairways because it provides a good golfing surface, does not require huge amounts of water, and requires relatively minimal maintenance where high salt is not an issue.
SOME GRASSY FACTS

Did you know...

Basic grass biology

Grasses have adaptations which allow them to survive in moisture-deficient regions. Most grasses have extensive root systems that reach deep down seeking moisture and nutrients.

In a famous experiment conducted in the 1930’s, a single rye grass plant was found to have produced 620 km of roots in four months. When the plant’s 15 billion root hairs were included the surface area was estimated to equal that of two basketball courts. These extensive root systems hold soil in place and protect it from wind and water erosion. 

Tied closely to the root system is a special relationship maintained with soil fungi and bacteria. These microorganisms can convert organic nitrogen in the soil to mineral nitrogen, which the plants can use. In turn, some leakage of sugars from the roots of the plant feed the microorganisms. This works very well to the benefit of both in nutrient-poor soils.

Grasses have hollow stems, which are strengthened by nodes that allow the plant to bend in the wind without breaking. They are also able to straighten back up even after trampling.

To reduce moisture loss, grass leaves have a thick surface. Even the constant drying effects of the wind cannot extract more moisture from the plants. Some grasses roll their leaves to further reduce surface areas exposed to the wind.

Grasses grow from the base rather than the tip. Critical growth points are located at the soil surface or just below. This provides protection from heavy grazing and fire. Regrowth following defoliation is rapid as a result.

Cooling

You’ve probably always suspected it but here’s proof that golf is among the coolest of sports…  Front lawns of just eight average houses have the cooling effect of about 70 tons of air conditioning.  The average domestic central air unit has only a three to four ton capacity

Dust trappers

Golfers can all breathe easy!  Turf grasses trap much of an estimated 12 million tons of dust and dirt released annually into our atmosphere.

Rainfall Absorption

Healthy, dense lawns absorb rainfall six times more effectively than a wheat field; fours times more effectively than a hay field. Sodded lawns can absorb 10 to 12 times more water than seeded lawns.  This continues even after two  years of growth – which is another reason why warm season grasses make for lower maintenance fairways.

Recovery to Good Healh

Golfers must enjoy excellent health!  Recovery rates among hospitalized people have been shown to be more rapid when their rooms view a landscaped area when compared to patients with non-landscaped views.  Where vegetation grows, suicide and child mortality are less,than in places where there are no plants or lawns.

Erosion

With up to 90% of the weight of a grass plant in its roots, a good turf provides a very efficent erosion prevention device.  It also removes soil particles from silly water.

Water purification

Turf grasses help purify water which is entering underground aquifers. The root mass and soil microbes act as a filter to capture and break down many types of pollutants.  Run-off is alleviated or prevented.

Improved mood and spirits

Hmm, golfers must be cheerful folk too.  Psychologists apparently maintain that beautifully grassed areas quickly affect people's moods. Feelings of serenity, privacy, thoughtfulness, and happiness are enhanced.

Fresh Oxygen

A turf area just 15m x 15m absorbs carbon dioxide, ozone, hydrogen fluoride, and perosyacetyle nitrate. This same areas releases enough oxygen to meet the breathing needs of a family of four.

