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Feed the Soil or Feed the Turf?

*Don Savard

Is your soi l  test ing laboratory
telling you to fced thc soil, or feed the
turf? If you don't know, you could be
buying products that you don't really
need. Now bcfore you accuse me of
suggesting that rcputable soil testing
laborator ies don't  know what they
are talking about, let me explain that
I learned something recently, and that
is there are differcnces in the approach
or phi losophy that soi l  test ing labs
use when making recommendations.
Whether the laboratory is part of a
Land Grant University, a commercial
lab or a Government agency, it will
fo l low a phi losophy that guides
their intcrpretation of what they will
recommend that you do. Let's look at
three of the most common philosophical
conceDts.

The Sustainable Level ofAvailable
Nutrient (SLAN) concept refers to the
approach oftesting the soil for certain
nutrients needed to sustain growth, and
if a nutrient is lacking, you just add the
nutrient. SLAN works pretty well for
specific crops (yes, turfgrass is a crop)
because the recommendations come
from years of research of what worked
best in the field for that croD on different
soi ls in varying wcathei  condi t ions.
Most Land Grant University soil testing
labs follow the SLAN concept because
of their agricultural research mission.

Another approach is the Basic
Cat ion Saturat ion (BCS) concept
which suggests that the "balance" of
exchangeable Calcium, Magnesium,
Potassium, Sodium, and Hydrogen
cations in the soil, within a specific
percentage range, or, in specific ratios
to each other, will promote maximum
crop response. By adding additional
amounts of the aforementioned basic
cations, the balance can be manipulated.
BCS is frequently used by commercial
laboratories that do nothave an extensive
database for a specific crop response on
a broad ranse of soi ls.

iThe third approach is the
Maintenance Fertil ity (MF) concept
of replacing the nutrients that have
been removed or lost. MF misht be
helpful in instances when grass cfipping
are alwavs col lected. or nutr ients are
leached out of the soil. Sometimes the

MF concept is combined with the other
two.

As you can see, these different
phi losophies are based on di f fcrent
assumotions about what the turf needs.
The confusion can begin when you
receive conf l ict ing soi l  test reports
for the same field from different soil
test ing laborator ies (assuming, of
course, that both labs received identical
samples). Soil testing labs use different
test extractants and methodology on
dif ferent soi ls in di f ferent oarts of
the country because the extractants
and methodolosies are most effective
within certain pII ranges and soil types.
Another reason is that laborator ics
comDare test results to research data
from years of ficld trials of the crop in
different soil conditions to heln make
recommendat ions.  So. a laboratorv
in another part  of  rhe country (or
the world) could make a di f ferent
recommendation to you than a local
laboratory based on their own research
data. Commercial testing laboratories
and Land Grant University laboratories
often differ based on their research data
base, or soil testing philosophy.

Which approach is best? Research
done by the University of Kentucky
beginning in 1977 on corn, and later
on com, soybeans and wheat indicated
that cron vields were excel lent for
al l  phi l6sophy concepts ( including
combinations of two) tested when the
weather conditions were favorable,
however, there were large differences
in the amounts and kinds of fertilizers.
This resulted in larse differences in the
costs, with high fertilizer costs giving
no advantage in higher yields. Soil tests
taken a few years later following the
use of the various recommendations
indicated that surplus fertil izer was
beins stored in the soil. Fertilizer rates
basel on SLAN cost the least and
produced equivalent yields compared to
the more costly recommendations based
on the other philosophy concepts tested
(Murdock, 1997).

Fert i l izer supply companies
frequent ly recommend soi l  test ing
laboratories whose testing philosophy
and recommendations heln to sell their
products. There is nothing wrong with
that, but beware of claims that certain
soil amendments and nutrients will
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perform miracles. Often thcse claims
are anecdotal. Ask to see who did the
research, when and where. The growth
of any plant is l imited most by the
cssential plant nutrient present in the
least relative amount (Liebig's "Law of
the Minirnum").

Should you "fefiilize the turf' or
ferlil ize the soil"? In today's economic
and environmental  c l imate,  tur f
managers need to verify the philosophy
behind the fertilizer recommendations
given by the testing laboratories, and
then dcvclop an economically feasible
and dcfcndable fer t i l i tv  manasernent
program.

*Don Savard is the Athlet ic
Facilities & Grounds Manager for
Salesianum School ,  Wi lmington,
DE and Vice President of SFMAltrJ.
donsavard@.msn.com
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only mandatory measurements. All other
measurements are "recommended"
distances

9. Be sraded so as not to allow
standing waler to accumulate either on
the infield or in adjacent turf areas be it
fair or foul tenitory

a. Sand slit drainase should be
utilized in turfareas adjac6nt to skinned
areas to eliminate the notential for
standing water where exist ing slope is
ineffective

1 0. Include dugout areas as a criteria
for evaluating safety and playability

I l. Include backstops and fencing
as a critcria for evaluatins safetv and
playability

I 2. Employ a proactive rnanagement
plan designed to maintain safety and
playability r

Field Tip

Certification Practice Test
Questions To Go On Line
Do you know the answer to the fol-
lowing question?

Perennial rvegrass plants do not
produce:

a,l roo$
b) stillers
c) stolons
d) shoots

By the end of December, you wil l be
able to "practice" taking the certif ication
exam to help you prepare for the actual exam.
Look forthe announcement on the home page
to access the questions and the answer key.
To be eligible to take the test, you must
have at a minimum, a high school diploma
or equivalent, and achieve a minimum of
40 points earned through a combination of
education and experience. To receive a full
packet outl ining the application process,
c o nt ac t I C rst: g(gt i p od=sj Ul,fuUjln_itgrl t,t_Al]] o r
cal l  800-323-3875. (The answer is C -
stolons) t
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