
Sodding vs. seeding: 
what's the best bet? 
by Ronald C. Smith, Ph.D. 

• A healthy stand of turfgrass controls 
soil erosion, reduced dust, controls soil 
temperature, recharges groundwater, and 
reduces noise levels. In addition, it simply 
looks great, setting off a well-designed and 
installed landscape planting. 

The four ways in which turfgrass is 
established are: seeding, sprigging, stolo-
nizing and sodding. But no matter how 
you intend to establish turfgrass, proper 
soil preparation goes a long way to assur-
ing success (see sidebar). 

Seeding—To establish by seeding, 
here are some helpful hints: 

• Buy quality seed. Purchase seed 
based on purity (the percentage of pure 
seed of the species being planted) and ger-
mination (the percentage of that species 
that can be expected to germinate). The 
higher these percentages are, the better; 
and the lower the "inert matter," "weed 
seed" and "other crop" that shows up on 
the label, the better. This is not the place 
to cut corners. 

• Apply the seed at the proper rate for 
the species: Kentucky bluegrass at 1 
lb./1000 sq.ft.; tall fescue or perennial rye-
grass at 7 lbs./lOOO sq.ft.; fine fescues at 

3.5 lbs./1000sq.ft. In the contracting busi-
ness, the tendency is to go heavier when 
in doubt, pushing the seed count to 25 to 
30 seeds per square inch. This results in 
an excellent flush of dense growth, but 
creates problems with maturation of the 
stand, leading to possible die-out from 
diseases. 

The methods of seed application vary 
widely—from a simple drop spreader, to a 
cultipacker, or to a hydroseeder (see 
chart). 

Sodding—All four types of sod—min-
eral or upland grown sod, peat sod, 
washed sod, and biosod—result in an 
"instant lawn" which provides immediate 
soil stabilization. 

Sodded turfs, like those that are being 
established from seed, need irrigation for 
successful establishment. With mature, 
properly harvested and handled sod, less 
overall water is needed than the seeded 
sites. This requires controller adjustments 
on the part of the contractor, or educa-
tional efforts directed at the property 
owner, to reduce watering frequency once 
the sod has rooted in. 

Sod that is originally weed-free is a 
commonplace expectation from quality 
sod growers, thanks to good management 
practices and intelligent use of herbicides 
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on their part. This virtual elimination of 
weeds for at least a year, if not indefinite-
ly, is in stark contrast to the landowner 
needing repeat applications of herbicides 
for anywhere from one to three years 
before satisfactory control is achieved. 

The professional sod grower has the 
seeding rate down to a science, resulting 
in a quickly matured sod that efficiently 
uses fertilizer and water, competitively 
crowds out many weeds, and has essen-
tially no disease problems. 

Modern sod harvesting equipment 
carefully cuts at a uniform thickness—as 
thin as possible to allow for quicker estab-
lishment—so the end user has a smooth, 
finished surface, even before rooting takes 
place. 

Growers like Harley's Sod of North 
Branch, Minn., track results from turf-
grass researchers at regional universities. 
This allows them to continually improve 
their seed blends and mixes, selecting 
grass cultivars that have proven to have 
the most enduring qualities for their 

Preparing the seedbed 
• Since the landscape contractor often 
inherits a property where construction 
rubble is buried a couple of inches below 
the soil surface, here are the proper steps 
in soil preparation: 

1) Deep till any compacted soil or, if 
the soil is too heavy, use a chisel plow. 
Follow this with a rough disking or har-
rowing, leaving the surface rough to allow 
for a more gradual transition between the 
topsoil and subsoil. This rough grading 
establishes the surface drainage patterns 
for the turf s final grade. 

2) Uniformly spread topsoil over the 
subsoil at a depth of four to six inches— 
the deeper the better. 

To figure out how much topsoil is 
needed for an area, calculate it on the 
basis of about 3.5 cu.yds. needed for every 
1000 sq.ft. and 1 inch of depth. For exam-
ple, a 10,000 sq.ft. area, requiring topsoil 
six inches deep would need about 210 
cu.yds. of soil (3.5 x 10 x 6 = 210). 

3) Check the topsoil for pH. phospho-
rus, potassium and organic matter con-
tent. If organic matter is not 3 percent or 
more, add some in the form of peat or 
humus, to bring it to between 3 and 5 per-
cent. 

4) Remove any rhizomes that may be 
visible as the topsoil is being graded. 
These could be the residue of quackgrass 

or Canadian thistle and could cause a con-
siderable problem in trying to get a quali-
ty turf established. Certainly, any rock or 
debris should be removed as well. The 
final surface should be firm, granular and 
slightly moist to assure good contact 
between the applied seed or sod. 

5) Work in any necessary fertilizer 
materials, based on soil test results. 

It has all too often been noted that this 
phase of turf establishment is an effort to 
save money or to win the bid. Suffice it to 
say that cutting corners here will simply 
result in compounded problems later. 

—R.C.S. 
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region. Most growers use certified seed 
which assures genetic purity of the culti-
vars. Many nor thern growers use such 
dependab le cu l t i va r s as T o u c h d o w n , 
Adelphi, Glade, Rugby, Trenton, Ram I 
and many others. 

Some sodding failures are a possibility, 
most stemming from poor seedbed prepa-
ration (see sidebar). Other problems: 

• Bad edges t h a t are no t f i rmed 
enough to make good contact with the 
soil, resulting in edge drying and weed 
invas ion . This is e l imina ted by l ight 
rolling as the sod is laid. 

• Over-applying water. Ten to 14 days 

r e d u c e d 
to m a t c h 
t h e 
w e a t h e r 
c o n d i -
t ions and 
site expo-
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genera l ly 

means that most sod-
ded tu r f a reas can 

look pretty good on about 1 to 1-1/2 inch-

es of water per week. On a 10,000 sq.ft. 
lawn, this amounts to between 6,000 and 
9,000 gallons of water per week. 

• Shallow perched water tables where 
sod is to be laid on heavy clay soil can be 
avoided by developing a "transition zone." 
Work about 1/2-inch of peat moss into the 
top inch or two of soil so that the change 
between soil types is not so abrupt. 

Conclusion—The choice of turf estab-
lishment is often a budget-driven process. 
Seeding may cost one-fifth to one-eighth 
that of sodding, but I have never known a 
client who was unhappy with a proper sod 
job. Neither have I known anyone who 

Table 1. Methods of seeding 
M e t h o d A d v a n t a g e s 
s p r e a d e r s lowest initial investment 

bes t for h o m e o w n e r situations 

c u l t i p a c k e r excel lent seed- to-so i l contact 
bes t in commercial , flat a r e a s 
l e a v e s neat f inished s e e d b e d 

h y d r o s e e d e r fas tes t method 
b e s t in difficult-to-reach a r e a s 

D i s a d v a n t a g e s 
wind c a n carry 
s e e d n e e d s dragging 
and mulching 
s e e d n e e d s mulching 

l e a v e s s e e d on top 
o f s o H 

Source: the author 

Some tools require a lot of time and manpower... 



Table 2. Preferred methods of establishment 
Situation S e e d , s p r e a d S e e d , h y d r o S e e d , cul t ipacker S o d 
urban construction site 
shaded construction site • 
athletic fields WÊÊtÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ 
mixed-use parks • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • M M I • • • • • • i ^ i • • • • • ¡ • • • • I 
home lawn renovation • (shaded) • (open) 
hiahwav. riaht-of-wav • 

Source: the author 

wanted to withhold final payment until 
full turf coverage was complete. Payment 

Sod growers are able to produce weed-free 
sod in a short time, then harvest it 
efficiently with modern machinery. 

decisions are often based on emotional 
judgment: a positive one results in faster 

payment than a neg-
ative one. Sod usual-
ly wins out in this 
circumstance. 

Logically, where 
water is not readily 
available for estab-
lishment, then seed-
ing would work well. 
Many a site has been 
hydroseeded initially, 
then watered until 
emergence with that 
hydroseeder—yield-
ing a good stand of 

Correction 
• The chart accompanying our February 
spring fertilization article incorrectly 
listed O.M. Scott & Sons' Poly-S fertilizer 
as containing methylene urea. Poly-S 
does not contain methylene urea. It is a 
polymer encapsulated urea, SCU. 

grass for the purpose of that site. 
—The author is an extension horticultur-
ist and turfgrass specialist with North 
Dakota State Universitg, Fargo. 

Some don't 

Roundup® herbicide is the ideal management tool 
when budgets are tight or manpower is limited. 
You can cover more ground in the same amount 
of time it would take using mechanical methods or 
pulling weeds by hand. 

Better yet, Roundup gives you long-lasting 
control. So crews don't have to keep coming back. 
You'll be able to allot more manpower to other jobs 
and save wear and tear on equipment—getting the 
most out of your budget. 

If you're not already using 

Roundup, don't waste another 

minute. Ask for our FREE 

brochure telling how Roundup 

combines ecology and economy 

Call: 1800 332 3111. LOWEST PRICE EVER 
ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW LABEL DIRECTIONS FOR ROUNDUP HERBICIDE. Roundup- is a registered trademark of Monsanto Company. © Monsanto Company 1993 IND-30003 2/93 
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