
Closing the loop of recycling:

sludge, can be utilized to enhance all of
these conditions. psu also points out
that the soil's properties, as well as field
maintenance practices, greatly in-
fluence the quality of the turf stand and
therefore influence athletic field safety.
In one study, PSU found that one out of
five (20 %) athletic field injuries were
"definitely or possibly field related".
Consequently, if a player gets hurt and
it is proven that the athletic field was not
properly maintained, someone may be
held liable.

At the same time, our supply of or-
ganic matter has been on the increase.
The supply is being influenced by many
municipalities and cities which have
found an environmentally sound
method of turning sewage sludge, leaf
and yard waste, municipal solid waste
(MSW), and other organic waste into
high quality compost products. Through
composting, these organic waste
materials are now being manufactured
into a safe, high quality, inexpensive,
nutrient rich source of organic matter.

So what does all this mean? 1) The
use of waste derived composts on the
maintenance, renovation, and construc-
tion of athletic fields has tremendous
potential, and 2) this end use could
allow quantities of compost to improve
the quality of turf areas currently being
ignored.

This brings us to an often asked ques-
tion, "Are waste derived composts
(specifically municipal solid waste and
sludge based composts) safe to use on

Using Waste Derived Composts
on Athletic Fields

Large cities have the seemingly im-
possible task of maintaining a

thousand or more athletic fields
throughout their school and parks/
recreation facilities at any given time. In
any given city or municipality there are
many athletic fields which are not being
adequately maintained. In a time of
decreasing budgets, it is time to con-
sider the cost effective use of waste
derived composts on our athletic fields.
Not only will municipalities be aiding
the cause of recycling, but they will also
be making their fields safer to play on!

Today, athletic field safety and the
issue of liability on poorly maintained
athletic fields is getting more and more
media coverage. The national exposure
given professional athletes which have
received artificial turf injuries has even
accentuated the issue. Over the past
several years, studies compiled at Pen-
nsylvania State University (pSU) have
shown quantitatively that properly
maintained athletic fields are in fact
safer to play on than fields which are not
adequately maintained. They are also
fmding that the more use a field gets, the
more care a field needs. Indeed, many
natural turf athletic fields have been
shown to be harder than artificial turf
fields.

Researchers at PSU believe that bet-
ter fields possess smoother surfaces,
lower bulk densities (less compacted
soil), more vegetative cover and a
denser turf cover. Waste derived com-
posts, produced from leaf and yard
waste, municipal solid waste and
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athletic fields? Of course they are.
Waste derived composts which meet
provincial standards are without doubt
safe to use on athletic fields. However,
you will fmd this to be a commonly
asked question by members of the
general public. Their common fears will
be related to heavy metal content and
bacteria (virus, fungi, etc.) levels in the
compost When discussing these safety
related issues, it is important to know
that 1) only compost produced from
"clean" or low metal organic wastes can
be marketed to the general public, and
2) current compo sting methods were
designed to create temperature high
enough to destroy potentially harmful
organisms. So we, as green industry
professionals, must have enough techni-
cal knowledge to address their concerns.
We must understand the benefits and
actual dangers of using waste derived
materials if we are to convey that infor-
mation to the general public.

Back in February of 1987, rumour
had it that Milorganite, a fertilizer
derived from sewage sludge, was linked
to Amyothropic Lateral Sclerosis
(ALS), commonly known as Lou
Gehrig's Disease. Circumstantial
evidence was gathered and the press was
judge and jury. It was assumed that be-
cause Milorganite was used on the San
Francisco 4ger's football fields and that
three members of the 4gers were af-
flicted with ALS (two had died from it),
that Milorganite was the cause of ALS.
This situation got national exposure
through the news media, but after a short
period of time, Milorganite was cleared
by a distinguished panel of federal and
state health officials. Stating that "there
is no evidence to indicate an increase
incidence of ALS" in areas where
Milorganite was used or manufactured
and that "associating the disease with
Milorganite was premature and specula-
tive" Milorganite' s good reputation was
upheld.

Unfortunately, these types of unsub-
stantiated attacks are common place in
the recycling or "waste to resources"

industry. That is just the nature of the
beast. We are often easy targets for
many sceptics in the world. Unfor-
tunately, only time and continued public
education will change the negative
image toward recycled products.

Though extremely versatile, waste
derived composts are primarily used by
sports turf professionals in three ways:
1) as a top dressing to help maintain the
quality of the turf surface, 2) as a soil
amendment, used in the renovation of
athletic fields and 3) as a component to
athletic field mixes used in the construc-
tion of new fields.

Topdressing
Topdressing has long been a reliable

turf maintenance practice in the golf
course industry. The practice entails ap-

plying a thin uniform layer of "topdress-
ing" material over an established and
usually declining turf area. Topdressing
is performed for many reasons includ-
ing: promoting seed germination, in-
creasing the organic matter content of
soil and levelling the surface of turf
areas. Topdressing is usually done in
conjunction with aerification and
reseeding. Aerification is a practice
where hollow and/or spoon like tines
are projected into the soil. As they are
removed, small plugs of soil are
removed and deposited on the soil sur-
face. The topdressing material would
then be applied and through dragging
the holes would be refilled with the
topdressing material. When topdressing
is performed along with aerification,
many other benefits are obtained. These
benefits include: improved soil
drainage, increasing the water holding
capacity of soil and reducing soil com-
paction. Commonly used topdressings
are topsoil, compost, sand and sand
based mixes.

Topdressing is often used as a main-
tenance practice on turf ares which are
over used or on the decline. When
topdressing is applied in conjunction
with seeding, seed germination will im-
prove. Because the topdressing im-
proves the environment of seed
germination, both the speed and per-
centage of seeds germinating will be
improved.

When using compost as topdressing,
the finer the compost is, the better. Most
professionals prefer a topdressing
material which is screened through a
one quarter inch screener. The best
equipment to use to apply topdressing
are units which apply compost directly
onto the soil surface and not up in the
air (like manure spreaders do). By ap-
plying the compost directly onto the soil
surface you will achieve better unifor-
mity, while creating less odour and
mess.



Renovating
When athletic fields are over used

and large portions of the vegetative
cover have been destroyed, it will be
necessary to renovate them. Renovating
the fields entails destroying the surviv-
ing turf stand in favour of establishing a
new, healthier one.

The quality of an athletic field's turf
cover is greatly influenced by the

amount of usage the field receives and
its areas of highest wear. Each type of
athletic field has its own "wear pattern"
(areas of concentrated use). On football
fields, most of the wear is in the centre
of the field "between the hash marks".
On soccer and field hockey fields, the
goal area is the most heavily worn.

These areas are sparsely covered
with turf and the soil beneath them is
extremely compacted. The renovation
process will loosen the soil allowing the
grass roots to grow deeply.

The addition of compost will im-
prove the characteristics of specific soils
in different ways. In heavier, clay based
soils, the compost will lighten the soil,
improving drainage and slowing com-
paction. In the lighter, sandier soils, the
compost will improve the soil's water
holding capacity and nutrient utilization
ability.

This new compost enriched soil will
provide an excellent medium for turf
growth. It will also allow the turf stand
to survive through more stressful en-
vironmental conditions such as drought.

Construction
The use of waste derived composts in

the construction of new athletic fields
will continue to increase as the
popularity of soilless sand based athletic
field mixes increases. Because athletic
fields are receiving so much usage, field
mixes are now being designed which do
not readily compact. Recommended
mixes for these fields consist mainly of
uniform sand, with a small amount of
organic matter or topsoil added for good
measure. Less and less topsoil is being
used because it is difficult to find large
uniform and weed free sources of it. A
common mix will consist of nine parts
sand to one part organic material (usual-
ly peat moss) or eight parts sand to one
part top soil to one part organic material.
Waste derived composts can be used to
fulfil the organic matter requirement of
this mix. They can. also be used to
replace topsoil in the mix entirely. waste

derived composts will prove to be much
more uniform than commercially avail-
able topsoil and less expensive than the
commercially available bulk organic
matter sources.

Compost screened through a three-
eighths of an inch screen will work quite
well in athletic field construction
projects. This slightly coarser compost
will improve field drainage and slow
compaction.

Within a few months anew, densely
vegetated , wear tolerant field will be
ready for use. The field will have excel-
lent drainage and will not readily com-
pact.

It is becoming increasingly impor-
tant for our society to reduce the
amounts of waste it has to dispose of.



Technology has allowed us to manufac-
ture high quality products out of many
waste materials, while research has
developed sound agronomic and hor-
ticultural end uses for these products.
Only through usage of these newly
created products can we close the loop
of recycling.

The use of these products by the
general public, by our business com-
munity and by government institutions
is vital. Creativity will allow us to utilize
these products for the betterment of all.
A good example of this is the usage of
waste derived compost for the improve-
ment of athletic fields on which our

children play. It aids the environment,
enhances athletic field safety and gives
us peace of mind. That is what I call
closing the loop of recycling.

I' II! 1lI11I11II1II1 llml!'!! Ifthe height of cut is raised only 1/8
inch there will be an average increase

in leaf surface of 300 sq. ft./l000 sq. ft.
oflawn. This will allow more photosyn-
thesis, more transpirational cooling,
more roots, and a stronger turf.

Ed. Note: This article is reproduced
with permission from Landscape
Trades, Jan. 1992.

Good mowing practice calls for the
removal of leaf tips when growth is
about one third more than the cutting
height. Therefore a lawn cut with a
mower set at 1 1/2 inches should be
mowed soon after the growth has
reached two inches.

It is estimated that the average lawn
requires 40 hours of mowing a year.

Every individual Kentucky blue-
grass plant produces some three feet of
leaf growth in an average season. This
amounts to about five tons of clippings
per acre each year. When clippings are
left to decay in place, they are worth the
equivalent of three applications of lawn
fertilizer.

Thoughts on
Mowing
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