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Trouble with Turf 

Chazz Hesselein - Mobile 

I'll admit it, I have, for most of my life, been a lawn curmudgeon. I thought fertilizing and irrigating turf just made for more 
mowing and I can think of many other things I would rather do than mow my lawn, especially in the heat of our summers. 

But then it happened. Two years ago we moved into our "tony west Mobile home" complete with pool and newly established 
St. Augustine lawn. I decided it was time for a change. I was going to turn over a new leaf. I started slowly, by irrigating my 
lawn this spring. Then I actually fertilized using the recommended dose of one pound controlled (slow) release nitrogen per 
1000 square feet. In a short time my lawn started to turn green and grow. A friend even comment about my nice green lawn. 
My head began to swell. Visions of lawn tractors, gas-powered edgers and a new leaf blower danced in my head. 

But then my world came crashing down around me. I should have seen it coming. The signs were there but I had been 
blinded by my own shallow success. I had noted the dead patches in the sunny corner of my lawn but had chalked them up 
to neglect from the previous year. 

As the stress of summer set in and those few dead spots expanded into areas that I knew had been cared for, I realized 
something was very wrong. My initial diagnosis sent a chill down my newly lawn loving spine: take-all root rot. I expected the 
worst but hoped for the best as I brought a sample of grass into our office the next day. 

Take-all is a disease caused by a fungus, Gaeumannomyces graminis var. graminis. The fungus grows on the exterior of 
roots and stolons- plant stems that grow on top of but hugging the ground and produce leaves and roots- and can be seen 
with relatively low magnification, if you know what you're looking for. The fungus kills the grasses roots and without roots the 
grass can't absorb water or nutrients and dies. This disease tends to be worst in sunny areas but can also attack grass in 
shady spots. When people call or come into the station with a sample one of the first questions I ask is, "Does the grass 
appear OK in the shady areas of your yard?" They eagerly respond, "yes that's it," not knowing the prognosis that lies 
ahead. 

Initially, grass that is infected with take-all has symptoms similar to grass infested with chinch bugs, brown patch, drought 
stress and some nutrient deficiencies. That is, yellowing foliage, foliage with a grayish cast and leaves folded along the 
midrib. As the disease progresses the grass simply dies in irregular dead brown patches and it's not long before those dead 
patches are filled with weeds. 

There are several differences between take-all root rot and the other problems that St. Augustine grass can suffer. With 
chinch bugs, you should be able to find the insects. With brown patch the leaves will detach from the stem and roots will 
appear healthy. With drought stress, a thorough watering will bring the turf back to health and, as previously stated, take-all 
may only rear its ugly head in the sunny areas of your lawn. 

Because take-all attacks the roots, infected stems are easily pulled up from the soil. Healthy St. Augustine grass roots will 
hold stems in the soil so tightly that the stems will usually break apart before they can be torn from the ground. 

It's hard to say how common this disease is. In my experience, it is among the most common turf (lawn) diseases we see at 
the Ornamental Horticulture Research Center, but that may only be because we see only the most desperate cases. The 
plant disease report from the Auburn University plant disease clinic also suggests that take-all is a fairly commonly 
diagnosed lawn disease. The only documented evidence for the abundance of this disease comes from a survey by Dr. Phil 
Colbaugh of Texas A&M University, where take-all-like symptoms were observed in 43 of 70 (61 percent) randomly 
surveyed lawns. 
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My own personal experience is that of the two homes I've lived in Mobile with St. Augustine lawns, both of them have had 
take-all root rot. I doubt that this is a typical experience but it is mine. 

So we have a devastating disease that may be relatively common. What can you do if your lawn is diagnosed with take-all? 
If your first inclination is to go to the chemical shelf of your local big box or garden center be forewarned that chemical 
control of this disease has met with limited success and needs to be used in combination with proper cultural techniques. 

There are several cultural recommendations for the management of this disease, many are common sense and proper lawn 
management, others are specifically aimed at controlling the take-all disease fungus. Common sense management 
techniques include proper watering, proper fertilizing and proper mowing. Water only after the grass has turned bluish-green 
and leaf edges fold towards the center of the leaf. When you do water, water with ½ to ¾ inch of water. 

Fertilize based on soil test results. Do not over-fertilize- no more than one half to 1 pound of nitrogen per 1000 square feet at 
any application and no more than 2-4 pounds of nitrogen per year should be used. St. Augustine should be mowed to 
maintain it at 3 ½ to 4 inches in height and no more than 1/3 of the leaf blade should be mowed off at a time. (Newer, 
semidwarf varieties have a lower growth habit, and should be mowed at 2 to 2.5 inches for optimum quality.) 

Other cultural techniques are more specific to controlling the take-all disease organism. These include pH management, 
source of nitrogen, proper drainage and herbicide use (or lack thereof). Take-all seems to prefer neutral to basic pH values- 
a pH 7.0 and above- so liming a lawn with take-all may actually encourage the disease. Recommended pH values between 
5.5 to 6.0 should be maintained. The pH can be lowered by applying elemental sulfur or fertilizing with ammonium sulfate. 

When fertilizing, the nitrate form of nitrogen should not be used. Rather, fertilizers containing ammonia or urea as the 
nitrogen source should be applied. Fertilizers containing ammonia- or urea-based nitrogen sources will also tend to bring pH 
values down. 

Areas with poor drainage are also more susceptible to root diseases and take-all is no exception. So drainage should be 
improved with techniques like aeration. 

Herbicides should not be used on take-all infected lawns. St. Augustine grass is injured by most herbicides and lawns 
weakened by take-all are even more susceptible to severe herbicide injury. 

One technique that shows promise was developed by, Dr. Phil Colbaugh of Texas A&M. His research shows that peat-moss 
spread over take-all infected lawns at the rate of one 3.8 cubic foot bale per 1000 square feet gave "excellent" control of the 
disease. 

While Dr. Colbaugh's research has not been thoroughly tested, it may be worth trying when effective alternatives are few. 

There are several fungicides that have shown some efficacy controlling similar diseases in other grasses but have not been 
thoroughly tested in St. Augustine. These include Banner®, Bayleton®, Eagle®, Ferti-Lome Systemic Fungicide®, Fung-
Away Systemic Lawn Fungicide ®, Heritage®, Ortho Lawn Disease Control®, Spectracide Immunox ®, thiophanate-methyl 
products (Fungo 50®, Cleary's 3336®, Green Light Systemic Fungicide®, and Proturf Systemic Fungicide®). 

Fungicides should be applied with a high volume of water (a hose-end applicator works well) and watered in with one half to 
one inch of water immediately after application. Some of these products are intended for commercial use and are very 
expensive. The commercial fungicides should be applied by a commercial pesticide applicator. 

Fungicides work best when applied at the first signs of the disease. They will not cure a lawn decimated by the disease. 
Fungicides should also be applied in the fall or spring when temperatures are cool. 

Finally, it may be necessary to renovate severely damaged areas of turf. Homeowners often tell of resodding multiple times 
with St. Augustine. Unfortunately there are no St. Augustine cultivars resistant to take-all and renovating with St. Augustine 
sod where take-all has occurred will usually result in the disease eventually killing the newly laid sod. 

Zoysia and hybrid Bermuda grasses are also susceptible to take-all and are not good replacements either. Centipede grass 
is probably the best replacement for areas that have been infected with take-all as it is the least susceptible of our warm 
season grasses to this disease. 

So what about my lawn? Well, it turns out my diagnosis was correct and it is infected with take-all and is quite a mess at this 
point. There are large patches of brown, dead grass, interspersed among random weak St. Augustine regrowth. There are 
also lots of weeds. The disease is so bad that it is even working its way into the shady areas of my yard. 

I was thinking about resodding the infected areas with centipede grass but am now toying with idea of spreading peat-moss 
over the top of my lawn combined with limited fungicide treatments (although I am very adverse to spraying). I will also take 
a soil sample to determine if I need to adjust pH and if there are any nutrient deficiencies that I need to address.
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Perhaps next year at this time I will have some anecdotal evidence on what can be done to manage this disease in St. 
Augustine grass. Or, perhaps I will be reporting on my new centipede lawn. 

Posted by smithkp at October 5, 2006 11:11 AM  
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