
Thatch Control Important In 
Overall Turf Management Program 

Recent research indicates that some pest ic ides may have a marked effect on thatch accumu-
la t ion . As reported in the Agronomy Journal, R. W. Smiley, Ph.D., As s i s tant Professor of 
Turfgrass Pathology at Cornell Un ivers i ty , with research support from M. M. Craven, con-
ducted a study to determine the effects of fungicides on thatch and pH. 

After test ing 14 fungicides and one nematicide on Kentucky Bluegrass tu r f through three 
seasons of appl icat ion, Dr. Smiley concluded that d i f ferent fungicides induce s i gn i f i c an t 
var iat ions in thatch accumulation, with some spurr ing s i gn i f i c an t accumulation while 
others cause l i t t l e or no accumulation. 

"Our resu l t s indicate that decomposition of thatch was poss ib ly impeded through the i n -
h ib i t i on of microbial a c t i v i t i e s by unfavorable pH environment and/or by d i rect tox i c i t y 
of the fung ic ides " , Dr. Smiley expla ins. 

Dr. Smiley says that decomposition of su l fur -bear ing fungicides contributed su f f i c i en t 
ac id i ty to i nh i b i t the decomposition of thatch and these ac id i f i ca t i on processes explain 
the magnitude of thatch accumulation in most instances. 

" I n th i s study, the combined appl icat ion of ethyl thiophanate and thiram contributed the 
highest su l fu r amounts. I t would require about three pounds of lime per 1,000 square f t . 
per year to neutral ize the ac id i t y contributed to so i l by th i s fungicide program", Dr. 
Smiley comments. 

Thatch depth measurements where the combination of thiram and ethyl thiophanate were 
applied showed a thatch depth of 18.4 mil l imeters and a pH level of 5.7. Non-treated con-
trol grass showed a 6.3-mil l imeter thatch depth and a pH of 6.3. 

But, Dr. Smiley points out, a c i d i f i c a t i on i s not responsible for thatch accumulation in 
plots treated with nonsulfur-bearing fung ic ides, which displayed thatch depths of 13.8, 
17.0 and 16.1 mi l l imeters, respect ive ly, while showing pH levels above 6.0. 

"For these treatments, i t appears that d i rect t ox i c i t y towards the microflora i s more im-
portant than ind i rect suppresion through ac id i f i ca t i on of s o i l " , he contends. 

In contrast to these fungicide treatments resu l t ing in s i gn i f i c an t thatch accumulation, 
tur fgrass treated with other fungicides such as cycloheximide (Acti-dione TGF), cyc lo-
heximide + quintozene (Acti-dione RZ), captan (Captan), an i laz ine (Dyrene) and chloro-
thaloni l (Daconil 2787) showed minimal thatch accumulation and pH levels not s i g n i f i -
cantly d i f ferent from the check areas. 

The Acti-dione TGF-treated tu r f had a thatch accumulation measuring 2 mm. and a pH of 
6.3; Act i -dione RZ-treated tu r f had a thatch accumulation of 2.8 mm. and a pH of 6.5, 
compared to a thatch accumulation of 6.3 mm. and a pH of 6.3 for the non-treated control 
tu r f . Dr. Smiley says that too often fungicide choice i s made only by taking immediate 
cost and target pathogens into cons iderat ion, without considering the long-term effects 
which the fungicide may have. 

"The long-term effects of these fungicides are far more important to the overal l economy 
of management programs and to tur fgrass qua l i ty than the short-term cost and fung i tox ic -
spectrum cons iderat ions " , Dr. Smiley reports. He s t resses that costs to remove thatch 
and to neutral ize so i l ac id i t y "are l i k e l y to exceed differences in costs of fung ic ides. 
"Whenever poss ib le , tur fgrass managers should attempt to u t i l i z e the most economical 
long-range maintenance programs", Dr. Smiley concludes. 
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