Turfgrass PGRs Near Widespread Use

Turfgrass plant growth regulators
(PGRs) are in theory a great idea.
They may perform well in the labora-
tory, but when put to the test in com-
mercial landscape maintenance, they
can become unpredictable and
produce undesirable results, especial-
ly in fine turf situations.

PGRs have been around for at least
two decades, either under testing or
as registered products.

Most of the registered materials are
used in niche markets or for large low-
maintenance areas like roadsides, air-
fields, levees, stream banks and golf
course roughs.

In reality, commercial PGRs
have not gained truly widespread
use in fine turf maintenance.

But, that may be changing with a
new class of PGR chemistry. The first
one to reach the commercial market
is likely to be a product from Ciba-
Geigy, Primo. What makes it differ-
ent from the rest is that it is foliar-
absorbed (other PGRs are activated
through the soil.)

“There has been a lot of interest in
PGRs over the years and some of
them have enjoyed what I would call
specialty market success, but for the
general landscape market there has
not been a truly effective, reliable fine
turf plant growth regulator for gener-
al use;” says Dave Hanson of San Jose,
Calif., manager of technical support
for Environmental Care’s main-
tenance operations in seven states.

“Most turfgrass stands are a mix-
ture of grasses and weeds, and PGRs
react differently on different grass
and weed species. The result is un-
even response,’ says Hanson, former
University of California extension or-
namental horticulture farm advisor
and a 24-year veteran of the green in-
dustry.

“There has been a lot of promise
and a lot of fascination with PGRs
over the years, but all of those who
have worked with these compounds
agree that the problem has been that
every conceivable parameter of a
plant’s growth affects the way PGRs
work. . .age of the plant, cultivar,
temperature, soil type and every other
thing you can imagine. Most pesticide

products are one dimensional in their
effect. PGRs are not,” says Bruce
Kidd, Western area turf and or-
namentals specialist for DowElanco
based in Clovis, Calif.

DowElanco markets a PGR, Cut-
less, which Kidd says performs “su-
perbly” on cool-season grasses in the
Northeast. “It results in excellent
quality bentgrass and reduces poa an-
nua, but it fails to produce the same
results on most warm-season grasses,
and we really do not know why.
Rather than provide good plant
growth regulation and improved plant
quality, you get burn.”

Plant growth regulators work
best where environmental conditions
can be precisely controlled, like a
greenhouse or perhaps on a golf
course with a mono-stand of turfgrass.

“PGRs have looked good in certain
niche situations, but none has been
able to gain a broad market,” says
Kidd, who is a former commercial
landscape maintenance contractor.

Kidd admits Primo is a “different
kind of plant growth regulator” be-
cause of its foliar absorption actions.
“Primo has looked good - probably
better than most other PGRs in
university tests. The real challenge
will come when it is put under com-
mercial customer-use conditions,” he
says.

Ciba-Geigy is expecting federal En-
vironmental Protection Agency ap-
proval for unrestricted use this year.
The company hopes a California label
will follow. It has been tested under
an Experimental Use Permit.

Researchers have found Primo use
reduces biomass 40 to 50 percent over
a six- or seven-week period and en-
hances root development of the turf-
grass without any adverse effects.

Hanson has been testing it and
other new PGRs for several years.

“There is not as much discoloration
and injury with this new chemistry,
and results are more consistent.” says
Hanson. “Not only has the chemistry
evolved, but I think the industry is a
little more sophisticated in doing a
better job of using these new products.
I think we have reached the next lev-
el in the evolution of PGRs.

“We are reaching the threshold of
widespread PGR use on turfgrass,” he
predicts.

Primo, says Hanson, has a broad
spectrum of adaptability across both
warm and cool season grasses with
relatively minor discoloration. “We
are working on making that, which
is always a prime concern when you
look at PGRs.”

Primo’s activity on the plant can be
reversed with heavy water and fer-
tilizer use:

That masking effort and the
countless hours Hanson puts in evalu-
ating PGRs is justified because of the
tremendous economic benefits these
products offer.

“PGRs should be viewed as labor-
saving tools just like more efficient
mowers, better edgers or controlled
release fertilizers. There are so many
places where there are intensive turf-
grass maintenance practices-lawn
edging, edging around headstones in
cemeteries, large expanses of fairly
uniform, rapidly growing turf that is
mowed quite frequently in the sum-
mer and objectionable seed head
production - where these products
could save a tremendous amount of
labor by slowing down turf vertical
and lateral growth,” Hanson says.

Besides labor, there are also the is-
sues of increasing dump fees for clip-
pings, wear and tear on equipment
both to mow and edge and haul clip-
pings to the landfills.

Despite somewhat less than re-
sounding successes in developing
PGRs, major chemical companies con-
tinue to research the subject. “Some
very big companies like Scott,
DowElanco, CibaGeigy and others
continue to believe there is a big com-
mercial potential in PGRs, and they
are correct,” says Hanson. “Those of
us in the commercial landscape main-
tenance business continue to face es-
calating costs and increasing
competition while being challenged
by our customers to produce a high
quality product at lower costs. We
must continue exploring the area of
plant growth regulators to gain the

(Continued on Page 18)
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PGRs—
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benefits they offer.”’

Hanson says today’s new generation
of PGRs has an average effectiveness
period of six weeks, “but that does not
mean you can stop mowing for six
weeks. It means you may be able to
skip every other mowing or mow ev-
ery three weeks.”

Hanson warns that use of a turf-
grass plant growth regulator puts the
plants under a certain amount of
stress, and inappropriate sequential
applications could well have an ad-
verse effect. “It’s critical to know the
product and site you are working with.
“The cardinal sin in using these com-
pounds is applying them when a
plant is under stress. One of the
problems we had in the early days in
using PGRs on bluegrass in the San
Francisco Bay area was that when
you used a PGR on stressed turf, it
resulted in a rust infestation, and the
grass turned orange.’

While the new chemistry offers
more hope for a widely adaptable
PGR, Hanson says they still should be
used “only at the right place at the
right time.”

“And, evaluation must include
costs. There must be cost-benefit
study on each side. It may not be
financially feasible to use PGRs on
some sites. It may be cheaper to mow
more often.”

—Harry Cline,
Western Turf Management,
February 1993

Kimm Named
Acting Head

Victor Kimm has been named to
replace Linda Fisher, former assistant
administrator for EPA’s Office of Pes-
ticides and Toxic Substances, on an in-
terim basis until a permanent
replacement is named.

Kimm was deputy assistant ad-
ministrator under Fisher, who left the
post shortly after the election of Presi-
dent Clinton. The position requires
presidential appointment and Senate
confirmation.

Fisher currently is acting as a con-
sultant for the agency.

Steve Huff
Jerry Holman
Jim Kaufman
Thomas Schmidt
Tim Nelson
Robert Porter

Michael Brual
David Kohlbry
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University of Minnesota C
Designer Soils F
MTI Distributing F
Anoka Technical College C
Anoka Technical College C
Anoka Technical College C
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Hazeltine National
Northland Country Club

John Granholt, Membership Chairman
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George.

Old adages, such as “‘just find their
weak spot,” or “hold a gun to his
head,’ or “play hardball if you have
to,” are history. These ideas only left
waste and wreckage scattered along
the wayside! Now, and in the future,
everyone will be important. We're
finding out that the supply of cus-
tomers and prospects is anything but
endless. Intimidation is out; persua-
sion is in.

You must be able to stay on
track. Many so-called ‘“business lead-
ers” possess little or no vision. In fact,
the 1980s will serve as a memorial to
the megalomania of certain ‘“captains
of industry” whose goals (which were
invariably short-term) were far more
personal than corporate. Their wants
took precedence over everything else.
Perhaps they got off the track because
they had no vision for the future.

Fortunately, the '90s seem to be
shaping up quite differently. There
will be few opportunities for
megalomaniacs. Today’s times require
business leaders who possess such
personal qualities as inner trust, de-
termination and self-confidence—

quite a change from the “knock ’em
dead” types of the recent past who be-
lieved they had the extraordinary
capabilities to do anything and every-
thing well.

The ability to stay on track indi-
cates you are comfortable with your
vision of the future and have the sta-
mina needed to stick with it. The peo-
ple who build businesses don’t deal
them like cards at a Las Vegas gam-
bling table. They aren’t looking for a
royal flush; they don’t want a pile of
chips. They are not seduced by their
own fantasies.

These five leadership skills are in-
dicative of what it will take to be suc-
cessful in tomorrow’s business world.
Without question, some people who
don’t fit this profile will still rise to
the top. In fact, there may be many of
them.

But before accepting what they
represent as truth, just think of what
happened to Donald ‘“The Donald”
Trump and the guy who flew off the
handle at Eastern Airlines. What was

his name?
—John Graham,
American Nurseryman
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