
Applications of lime which amount to less than 50 lbs. per 1000 sq.ft. will disappear from the 
homeowner's view after one or two rains. 

LIME: 
SIMPLE AND CHEAP, 
BUT SO EFFECTIVE 

Nitrogen fertilization should be countered occasionally by lime, 
which safely and effectively reduces soil acidity. 

In o r d e r to e s t a b l i s h a n d m a i n t a i n a 
h igh q u a l i t y turf , a d d i t i o n s o f fer -
t i l i z e r a n d l i m e b y t h e l a w n c a r e / 

l a n d s c a p e s u p e r v i s o r a re s o m e t i m e s 
n e e d e d . 

W h i l e c l o s e a t t e n t i o n is o f t e n pa id 
to f e r t i l i z a t i o n programs , t h e s a m e is 
not n o r m a l l y t r u e for l i m e . H o w e v e r , 
l i m e is a v e r y s i m p l e m a t e r i a l to apply , 
it is i n e x p e n s i v e c o m p a r e d to o t h e r 
m a t e r i a l s a n d it is e x t r e m e l y e f f e c t i v e 
in p r o m o t i n g good q u a l i t y turf . 

Determining needs 
It is q u i t e s i m p l e to d e t e r m i n e i f l i m e 
n e e d b e a p p l i e d to t u r f b y tes t ing t h e 
soi l . M o s t so i l s in V i r g i n i a a r e n a t u -
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r a l l y a c i d a n d r e q u i r e l i m e s t o n e to 
n e u t r a l i z e th i s ac id i ty . Also , as m o s t 
n i t r o g e n fe r t i l i zers u s e d on t u r f m a k e 
soi l m o r e ac id , th i s s h o u l d b e c o u n -
t e r e d b y p e r i o d i c l i m e a d d i t i o n s . 
S i n c e t o o m u c h l i m e c a n b e a s 
h a r m f u l as too l i t t le , it is e s s e n t i a l that 
t h e soi l b e t e s t e d b e f o r e h a n d . 

In Vi rg in ia (and m o s t o t h e r states) , 
i n f o r m a t i o n on h o w to h a v e soi l t e s ted 
m a y b e o b t a i n e d d i r e c t l y t h r o u g h t h e 
l o c a l c o o p e r a t i v e e x t e n s i o n o f f i c e . 
T h e s e off ices p r o v i d e i n f o r m a t i o n on 
h o w to c o l l e c t a s a m p l e as w e l l as soi l 
s a m p l e b o x e s a n d l a w n i n f o r m a t i o n 
q u e s t i o n n a i r e s . M o s t l and grant u n i -
v e r s i t i e s h a v e soi l t es t ing a n d plant 
a n a l y s i s l a b o r a t o r i e s that offer tes t ing 
s e r v i c e s a n d i n f o r m a t i o n on a m o u n t s 
a n d types o f f e r t i l i z e r a n d l i m e to use . 

The application 
L i m e s t o n e is s i m p l e to apply, e i t h e r 
w i t h a drop s p r e a d e r or a s p i n n e r ( cen-
t r i fugal ) s p r e a d e r . U n i f o r m c o v e r a g e 

of t h e l a w n is i m p o r t a n t . O v e r l a p s and 
s k i p p e d areas s h o u l d b e avoided. For 
b e s t r e s u l t s , o n e - h a l f o f t h e l i m e 
s h o u l d b e appl ied in o n e d i rec t ion , 
a n d t h e r e m a i n d e r appl ied in a per-
p e n d i c u l a r ( c r i s s c r o s s p a t t e r n ) d i -
r e c t i o n . 

If us ing g r o u n d l i m e , it is s i m p l e to 
d e t e r m i n e i f c o v e r a g e is u n i f o r m be-
c a u s e of t h e v i s ib le w h i t e co lor of the 
m a t e r i a l . M o r e c a r e s h o u l d be t a k e n if 
p e l l e t i z e d l i m e is used. 

L i m e c a n b e a p p l i e d at a n y t i m e . 
It i s r e c o m m e n d e d t h a t l i m e b e ap-
p l i e d in t h e fa l l to e n a b l e t h e m a t e -
r i a l to b r e a k d o w n o v e r t h e w i n t e r 
f o r t h e n e x t s e a s o n ' s g r o w t h . B u t i f 
t h e s o i l i s t e s t e d in t h e s p r i n g a n d 
l i m e is n e e d e d , it s h o u l d b e a p p l i e d 
at t h a t t i m e . L i m e w i l l b e g i n to r e a c t 
i m m e d i a t e l y u p o n a p p l i c a t i o n a n d 
w i l l r e d u c e a c i d i t y a n d i m p r o v e 
t u r f g r o w t h t h r o u g h t h e s u m m e r 
a n d f a l l . 

L i m e is safe to use . T h e c o m m o n 



forms of l ime applied to tur f—ag l ime, 
ca lc i t i c l ime and dolomit ic l i m e — a r e 
n o n - t o x i c to h u m a n s and grass, and 
will not c a u s e pol lut ion problems. 

If the proper a m o u n t of l ime is ap-
plied to bring the soil pH to 6.5, the 
a p p l i c a t i o n s h o u l d last four to s i x 

years. 
If applying l ime to es tabl i shed turf 

a n d t h e r e c o m m e n d a t i o n c a l l s for 
more than 50 lbs. per 1000 sq.ft., the 
l ime applicat ion should be split with 
no more than 50. lbs. per 1000 sq.ft. 
be ing applied at any one t ime. Addi-
t i o n a l a p p l i c a t i o n s , w h e n n e e d e d , 
should be applied three to s ix m o n t h s 
after the first applicat ion. T h e reason 
for split applicat ion in these s i tuat ions 
is aes thet ic . L ime is whi te and whi le 
appl icat ions of less than 50 lbs. per 
1000 sq.ft. will disappear from the sur-
f a c e a f te r o n e or t w o ra ins , larger 
a m o u n t s w i l l r e m a i n v i s i b l e for a 
longer period of t ime, w h i c h is un-
des irable from a h o m e o w n e r ' s point 
of v iew. 

L i m e is e v e n s imple to p r o d u c e . 
T h e l i m e m a t e r i a l used on tur f is 
nothing more than c r u s h e d l ime bed-
rock. 

Collecting lime 
At a l i m e q u a r r y , topsoi l is r e m o v e d 
w i t h a b u l l d o z e r , e x p o s i n g t h e l i m e -
s t o n e b e d r o c k . T h e b e d r o c k i s 
l o o s e n e d u s i n g d y n a m i t e c h a r g e s 
a n d t h e b r o k e n - u p m a t e r i a l is t h e n 
t r a n s f e r r e d , u s u a l l y by c o n v e y o r , to 
a c r u s h e r or p u l v e r i z e r w h e r e it is 
g r o u n d to t h e p r o p e r fineness. It is 
n e c e s s a r y to g r i n d l i m e s t o n e to a 
v e r y s m a l l p a r t i c l e s i z e s i n c e it is 
v e r y i n s o l u b l e a n d t h e s u r f a c e a r e a 
o f t h e m a t e r i a l m u s t b e i n c r e a s e d 

for it to r e a c t a d e q u a t e l y w i t h t h e 
so i l . 

W h e n compared with other mate-
rials applied to turf, l ime is very i n e x -
pensive . L i m e costs are but to Vio 
the cost of fert i l izer. L i m e is a real 
bargain at those prices. 

Lime's effects 
L i m e is ef fect ive in so m a n y ways. Its 
main benefit is neutral iz ing soil acid-
ity. 

T h e r e are two forms of acidity in 
soil, ac t ive and reserve. Act ive acidity 
refers to the actual concentra t ion of 
hydrogen ions in the soil so lut ion. 

Uniform coverage of the 
lawn is important. 

T h i s is the acidity that is m e a s u r e d in 
a soil pH test. T h i s form of acidity 
a m o u n t s to only a small portion of the 
total acidity in the soil; it could be 
neutra l ized by applying mere ly a cou-
ple of teaspoons of l ime per 1000 sq.ft. 

Most of the acidity in soil is in the 
reserve form. It consists of a l u m i n u m 
and h y d r o g e n h e l d loose ly on the 
edges of c lay particles . 

Other benefits 
In addi t ion to n e u t r a l i z i n g ac id i ty , 
l imes tone supplies c a l c i u m and some-
t i m e s m a g n e s i u m for plant growth. 
C o m m o n ag l ime suppl ies a b u n d a n t 
a m o u n t s of ca l c ium. T h e same is true 
for ca lc i t i c l ime. Dolomit ic l ime, on 
the o ther hand, supplies both ca l c ium 
and magnes ium. T h e s e two essent ia l 
plant nutr ients are required for good 

turf growth. 
L imes tone also increases the plant 

ava i lab i l i ty of ni trogen, phosphorus 
and p o t a s s i u m in an ac id soi l . All 
three nutr ients undergo react ions in 
the soil w h e n l ime is applied to in-
crease their avai labi l i ty to the plant. It 
should be noted that, w h e n ferti l izer 
is applied to a very acid soil, an appre-
c iable portion will undergo chemica l 
react ions that reduce its availabil i ty. 
By l iming a soil, the eff iciency of fertil-
izer use is increased. 

Boosting pH levels 
In addition to increasing availabil i ty 
of major plant nutrients , l imestone re-
d u c e s the avai labi l i ty of a l u m i n u m 
and manganese , the two e lements pri-
mari ly responsible for poor growth at 
low soil pH levels . Application of l ime 
with resultant rise in pH causes alu-
m i n u m and manganese to undergo re-
act ions w h i c h render them unavaila-
b le . T h e s e e l e m e n t s e x i s t in v e r y 
unavai lable forms at neutral soil pH 
levels . 

Another benefit of l ime is that it 
improves soil s tructure. T h i s is due to 
the " b r i d g i n g " effect of ca lc ium (as 
well as magnes ium) be tween clay par-
t ic les and also because of an increase 
in microbial activity. Soil micro-or-
ganisms help break down organic ma-
terial in soil, and the resultant " g l u e " 
that is produced helps bind soil parti-
c les together. 

Whi le not present to any great ex -
tent in Virginia, soils that are high in 
sodium (which causes dispersion and 
breakdown in soil s t ructure) are aided 
by l imestone in that the ca lc ium dis-
places sodium which is then leached 
out of the soil. 

Counteracting acidity 
Another benefic ial effect of l ime, par-
t i c u l a r l y impor tant in turf produc-
t ion , is that it c o u n t e r a c t s a c i d i t y 
caused by certain nitrogen fertil izers. 

A m m o n i u m nitrate and urea, two 
c o m m o n l y - u s e d nitrogen fert i l izers , 
break down in the soil to produce ni-
tr ic acid. A p p r o x i m a t e l y VA lbs. of 
pure l ime is needed to neutral ize the 
acidity caused by 1 lb. of nitrogen from 
each of these ferti l izers. In a yearly 
fert i l ization program where a total of 
4 lbs. of nitrogen is applied per 1000 
sq.ft., approximate ly 73A lbs. of pure 
l ime is needed to neutral ize the acid-
ity the nitrogen fert i l izer produces. 

T h e s e then are the benefits of using 
l imestone on turf. L imestone is a sim-
ple material : s imple to determine if 
needed, s imple to apply, s imple from 
the standpoint of its longevity and in-
frequent application n e e d — y e t a real 
bargain in terms of cost and benefit to 
the turf. LM 

Lime is a critical factor in keeping soil pH around 6.5 for good turf growing 
conditions on most athletic fields. 


