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MANAGING TALL FESCUE 
IN URBAN LANDSCAPES 

Cultural practices for this grass should be followed 

with an eye on its limitations and weaknesses. 

by Bob Morris and John Van Dam 

As turf-type varieties 
develop, tall fescue 
lawns are gaining in 

popularity throughout the 
United States. Compared to 
other cool-season turfgrass 
species, they are better 
suited for dry, urban cli-
mates where good quality 
irrigation water is available 
at reasonable prices. 

In contrast to other cool-
season grass, tall fescue can 
be maintained at lower fer-
tilizer levels. It also experi-
ences fewer insect and 
disease problems. How-
ever, maintenance prac-
tices for tall fescue lawns 
differ from those developed 
for bluegrass or ryegrass. 

Tall fescue is realtively easy to 
maintain. However, it does have lim-
itations and weaknesses. Typically 
these include: 

•Poor competitiveness with more 
aggressive grasses; 

•Disease problems; 
•Lower tolerance to high tem-

peratures than warm-season grasses 
s u c h as b e r m u d a g r a s s a n d 
zoysiagrass; 

In colder climates, nitrogen applications just before the 
cold months extend turf color into the winter. Early 
spring fertilizer applications (late )an. to Feb.) aids 
spring green up and turf recovery. 

•Poor recuperative potential and 
recovery following damage; and 

•Moderate tolerance to compac-
tion. 

Tall fescue looks and performs best 
when mowed and edged between IV2 
and 2V2 inches. Mowing should occur 
regularly with no more than 40 per-
cent of its leaf blade removed at one 
time or scalping will occur. At lower 
mowing heights, turf quality is sacri-

ficed; weed and other grass 
establishment is encour-
aged. The heavier vascular 
t issue can du l l mower 
blades. 

Edging at heights lower 
than this encourages invas-
ion by weeds such as 
crabgrass and spurge, re-
duces turf qua l i ty and 
slows recovery. If left un-
mowed or untrimmed, tall 
fescue can reach heights of 
18 to 24 inches with seed-
heads attaining a height of 
four feet. 

Generally, 2 to 3 lbs. of 
nitrogen per 1,000 sq. ft. an-
nually is adequate under 
normal use. This amount of 
nitrogen should be split 

into a minimum of three applications 
per season and should not total more 
than 3/a to one pound of nitrogen per 
1,000 sq. ft. per application. Higher 
levels of nitrogen and more frequent 
applications are needed with in-
creased traffic and wear. 

Other nutrients should be applied 
according to soil test reports or, when 
not available, use a 3-1-2 or 4-1-2 ratio 
fertilizer (such as 21-7-14 or 18-6-12). 

TABLE 1 

CALENDAR OF TALL FESCUE MAINTENANCE PRACTICES 

Maintenance Practice Spring Summer Fall 

Mowing and Edging 
Fertilizing1 

Low Use m ^ m mmmm — 
High Use2 — w m ^ — m mmmm — 

Aerification3 w—m 

Dethatching3 — 
Overseeding3 — — 1 

1 Fertilizations during summer months should be applied using slow-release nitrogen fertilizers or low rates of quick-release fertilizers. 
2Fertilizer application rate is determined by dividing the total amount of fertilizer applied during the year by the number of applications. 
3 Optimum time of year. 



Familiarity with soil needed 
in order to irrigate properly 

It's not possible to recommend a standard irrigation cycle suitable for everyone. 
It depends on many variables such as local climatic conditions, soil water 
holding capacity and its infiltration rate, soil preparation before planting, design 
of the irrigation system and other factors. 

Changes in temperature, humidity, wind, and the intensity of sunlight 
interact to affect the demand for water by plants. During the summer, when 
temperatures are high, humidity is low and winds are strong, a turfgrass's 
potential for water use may exceed three- or four-lOths of an inch per day. 

To reflect this change in water use, irrigation clocks should be reset several 

TABLE 2 

Water percolation depth infiltration rate and available 
water for turfgrowing and 6 different soil types 

Percolat ion D e p t h of W a t e r Infi ltration Inches of 
O n e Inch of App l i ed Ra te W a t e r Avai lab le 

W a t e r ( Inches ) ( Inches of wa te r /hour ) per foot of soil 
Soil T y p e A v e r a g e R a n g e A v e r a g e R a n g e 

Sand 12-18 2.0 1.0 -10.0 0.8 0.4-1.0 
Sandy Loam 8-15 1.0 0.5 - 3.0 1.1 0.9-1.3 
Loam 6-10 0.5 0.3 - 0.8 1.5 1.3-2.0 
Silt Loam 6- 8 0.4 0.2 - 0.9 2.0 2.0-2.1 
Clay Loam 5- 6 0.3 0.1 - 1.0 1.9 1.8-2.1 
Clay 3- 6 0.2 0.02- 0.4 1.9 1.8-1.9 

Source: the authors 

times during the year. This reduces water waste, saves money and improves 
general plant health. 

Irrigating with overhead sprinklers during windy weather is uneconomical 
and inefficient. Irrigations should be made when winds are light or not blowing. 
Early morning hours usually provide the best timing for overhead irrigations. 

Remember that plants use water, soils don't. Turgrass growing on sandy soils 
and clay soils use the same amount of water. However, turfgrass growing on 
sandy and clay soils requires irrigations more frequently because the soil 
reservoir of water held by these soils is small compared to the amount of water 
held by clay soils. 

The duration of irrigation should depend on the type of soil or soil texture 
(percentage of sand, silt or clay) and how the soil was prepared prior to planting. 
Ideally the duration of irrigation should be long enough for the water to 
percolate into the grass's rootzone (12 to 24 inches and deeper for sandy soils). 
On sandy soils this would require about 1 inch of water to reach 15 inches. On 
the heavier clay soils, 1 inch of water may reach only 3 to 5 inches in depth. 

All of this water could be applied in one irrigation provided the soil infiltra-
tion rate is high enough. If the soil's infiltration rate is low and the irrigation 
water applied is too fast, water begins to run off to low areas instead of reaching 
the plant's roots. 

Two solutions are available: Several companies now make low precipitation 
sprinkler heads that deliver water at lower rates than traditional sprinkler 
heads. Irrigation systems designed with low precipitation heads must have 
longer running times to compensate for their lower rates of precipitation. 

The other solution is to split irrigation applications into several smaller 
cycles over a period of several hours. This gives a smaller amount of applied 
water a longer time to infiltrate the soil surface before running off. 

Designing an irrigation system according to a manufacturer's specifications 
gives the highest uniformity of application. Deviating from these specifications 
by "stretching" the heads or spacing them further apart than recommended, 
leads to waste since some areas will be overwatered and others are 
underwatered. 

Grass like tall fescue, which must be mowed at or above V2 inch for good 
appearance, needs to be irrigated with heads that extend three or more 
inches above the soil surface. Sprinkler heads must distribute the irrigation 
water above the top of the grass as the grass blades will block the sprinkler's 
spray pattern. This kind of interference causes uneven coverage and, like 
poor design, leads to water waste. • 

Fertilizers containing slow-release ni-
trogen will be more expensive but 
may be applied less frequently at 
higher rates. Such application will 
help avoid summer applications of 
nitrogen. 

In colder climates, nitrogen fertil-
izers applied just before the cold 
winter months (early November) ex-
tends turf color into winter. Early 
spring fertilizer applications (late Jan-
uary to February) aids spring green-
up and turf recovery from winter loss 
of color. 

If fertilizer is completely with-
held or is inadequate, turf density 
will decrease. Its ability to recover 
from wear also diminishes. And its 
texture and appearance becomes 
more coarse. 

With regular fertilization, the grass 
will maintain a deep green color and 
good density. Excessive fertilization 
should be avoided. It is wasteful and 
may contr ibute to groundwater 
pollution. 

Because desert soils are generally 
alkaline (high pH), fertilizers sup-
plemented with iron fertilizers need 
to be applied to correct turfgrass yel-
lowing caused by iron chlorosis. 
Iron-containing fertilizers will pre-
vent the problem if applied once or 
twice each season at V2 to 3/» lb. of 
iron per 1,000 sq. ft. or when chlorosis 
is evident. 

Aerification needed 
Tall fescue does not tolerate com-
pacted soils as well as some other 
grasses. Al l soils growing grass, 
whether sandy or clay-like, need to be 
opened or perforated periodically. 
A e r a t i o n by core r e m o v a l is 
recommended. 

Coring to depths of 3 to 4 inches 
will allow irrigation water and air to 
penetrate the soil more easily. This 
will help avoid run-off and other 
waste. Slopes and areas of heavy traf-
fic or play should be aerated fre-
quently since water applied to these 
compacted areas runs off readily. 

Remember that tall fescue, if wa-
tered properly and grown in light 
soils, can easily attain rooting depths 
of 3 to 4 feet. Aerifying also helps re-
duce thatch. Aerifying should be 
practiced during the fall months prior 
to overseeding. 

When to dethatch 
Power raking or dethatching is the 
physical removal of dead and accu-
mulated fibrous, grassy material from 
the soil surface. Previously, thatch 
was not considered a problem on tall 
fescue turf. 

Recent work at the University of 
California, Riverside and other loca-



tions have shown that significant 
amounts of thatch accumulate in tall 
fescue, so its periodic removal may 
become necessary. 

Thatch is not considered a problem 
unless it accumulates to a depth of 
inch or more. Up to this point thatch 
may benefit the soil environment 
through a mulching or cooling effect 
on the soil surface during the hot sum-
mer months. It also provides some 
cushioning from traffic. 

When thatch accumulates too 
deeply however, it prevents water 
and air from reaching the root zone 
and provides an environment for in-
sects and diseases. Grass roots begin 
to grow in thick thatch, increasing the 
turf's water needs during the sum-
mer. 

When thatch becomes too thick, 
gradual removal over several seasons 
is necessary, accompanied by aera-
tion to encourage deeper rooting. De-
thatching is best when done in late 
summer or fall before overseeding. Do 
not dethatch in late spring or summer 
when the grass may be too slow to 
grow back. 

Overseed in fall 
Tall fescue lawns should be over-
seeded with 1 or 2 lbs. of tall fescue 

seed per 1,000 sq. ft. each fall. This 
practice will help to maintain a dense 
and thick lawn. 

Fescues are bunch grasses that do 
not have the ability to fill in bare 
areas. Tall fescue turf that has been 
damaged by dog urine, chemical 
spills, wear or mechanical damage 
must either be reseeded or mended 
with sod. Overseeding in the fall helps 
to replace grass plants that have died 

Tall fescue does not 
tolerate compacted soils 
as well as some other 
grasses. 

from disease or insects, and keeps a 
lawn dense, healthy and vigorous. 

Pasture-type tall fescues, blue-
grasses and ryes are not compatible as 
an overseeding into a turf-type tall 
fescue lawn and should not be used. 

Pest problems 
Tall fescue is relatively insect free. 
White grubs are the most difficult 
insect to control, though cutworms 

and sod webworms may also pose 
significant problems to tall fescue 
turf. Consult your local extension 
office or farm advisor for control 
recommendations. 

The most serious tall fescue dis-
ease problems are brown patch, 
fusarium blight and pythium. 

Brown patch usually occurs during 
the cooler spring and fall months on 
neglected, under-fertilized turf grow-
ing on wet or over-irrigated soils. 
Fusarium blight usually occurs dur-
ing hot, dry, summer months under 
high fertility and in underwatered sit-
uations. Both diseases appear as a 
patchwork of brown spots in the lawn 
that may coalesce into larger, dead 
areas. The "frog-eye" spots usually at-
tributed to fusarium may not appear 
on tall fescue turf. 

Damage from fusarium appears as 
depressed or sunken patches in the 
lawn. Pythium usually occurs on 
newly established lawns from seed. 
This disease also appears as patches of 
dying grass but results from over irri-
gation. It can usually be controlled 
simply by reducing the frequency of 
irrigation. 

New fungicides for disease control 
are becoming available each year. But 
keep in mind that all turfgrass dis-

Remember when you had to power rake THATCH? 

Research at Michigan State University rated 
Bio-Groundskeeper for Thatch Reduction® most 

effective for reducing thatch. The easy-to-apply 
liquid is especially attractive for commercial 
application: ALL NATURAL, EASY APPLI-

CATION, in-tank mixing with fertilizers 
or herbicides, no fear of moisture 

damage, COST SAVINGS. 
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KLM Bio-Systems, Inc. 
10700 Normandale Blvd. 
Bloomington, MN 55437 
612-884-4081 1 -800-383-4081 

DISTRIBUTORS 

Terra International, Inc 
Montgomery, AL 
Ag Turf Chemical 
Brampton, Ont., Can. 
Cameron, Co. 
Cathedral City. CA 
Wilbur Ellis 
Chula, Vista. CA 
Turf Tech 
Sacramento, CA 
SAJ Turf Products. Inc 
Federal Heights. CO 
The Charles C. Hart 

Seed Co. 
Wethersfield, CT 
Odessa Natural 

Enterprises 
Odessa. FL 
DuCor Chemical Corp. 
Orlando. FL 
Grass Roots Turf 
Des Moines. IA 
Professional Turf 

Specialties 
Champaign, IL 
Turf Products Ltd. 
West Chicago. IL 
Arthur Clesen, Inc. 
Wheelilng, IL 
Cory Orchard Supply 

Inc. 

Indianapolis, IN 

Allen County Co op 
Assn. 

New Haven, IN 
Egypt Farms 
White Marsh, MD 
Yerxas, Inc. 
So. Portland, ME 
Benham Chemical Co 
Farmington Hills, MI 

J. Mollema & Son, Inc. 
Grand Rapids, MI 
Turfgrass, Inc. 
South Lyon, MI 
Tri Turf 
Traverse City, MI 
Turf Supply Co. 
Eagan, MN 
North Star Turf Co. 
St. Paul, MN 
Eastern Turf Equip. Co. 
Fayetteville, NC 
Turf Specialties 
Hooksett, NH 
Seacoast Lab. Inc. 
Dayton, NJ 

AD County Fairway 
Supply 

Dix Hills. NY 

Green Pro Services 
Hempstead. NY 
Bissett Nursery Corp. 
Holtsville, NY 

Forrest Lytle & 
Sons, Inc. 

Cincinnati, OH 
Lebanon Chemical 
Lebanon, PA 
Fisher & Son 
Malvern, PA 

Allegheny Lawn Products 
Wexford, PA 
Steve Regan Co. 
Salt Lake City, UT 
Wilson Feed & Seed Co., 

Inc. 

Richmond, VA 
Fran-Cher Chemicals, 

Inc. 
Longview, WA 

Leas Green Meadow, Inc. 
Washington, D C. 



other summer annual weed species. 
If control has been poor, post-emer-
gence crabgrass control chemicals 
can be applied to tall fescue during 
the early stages of the weed's 
growth. 

Broadleaf weeds such as dan-
delions or mustards can be con-
t ro l led w i t h several ava i l a b l e 
herbicides. Make sure the herbicide 
selected is approved for use on tall 

Tall fescue's bunch growing habit gives it a lower recuperative potential after damage to large areas. Overseed with 
1 to 2 lbs. of seed per 1,000 sq. ft. each fall. 

Irrigation heads should rise high enough to spray over the top of mowed 
grass. Grass scalped around heads with line trimmers is more susceptible to 
weed invasion. 

eases are easier to prevent than to 
cure. Recommended cultural prac-
tices, such as proper mowing, ade-
quate fertilization, judicious and 
t imely irr igations and frequent 
aerification help prevent diseases. 

In general, a properly maintained 
turf is less severely damaged by dis-
eases. And it is able to recover more 
quickly than a poorly maintained one. 
At times, merely a change in cultural 

or maintenance practices will slow or 
stop the disease. 

Many of the same herbicides for 
bluegrass and ryegrass lawn weed 
control can be used on tall fescue. 
Make sure the weed has been identi-
fied correctly and consult the her-
bicide label for control measures. 

Pre-emergence herbicides can be 
used in the early spring to prevent 
crabgrass, spurge, goosegrass and 

Tall fescue is 
well adopted to 
lower nutrient levels 
than required by 
most other turfgrass. 

fescue and follow recommended 
rates to prevent herbicide injury. 
Contact your local cooperative ex-
tension office or farm advisor for 
control recommendations. L M 

Bob Morris is an area extension specialist in 
horticulture at Nevada Cooperative Exten-
sion, University of Nevada, Reno. John Van 
Dam is a turf advisor at the University of 
California Cooperative Extension. 


