
Organic/synthetic product mix 
based on soil nutritional needs 

Use synthetc control products 

and natural organics together 

for one goal: soil nutrition. 

by Mark Nuzum 

• It may seem like a contradiction: using a 
chemical pesticide with an organic fertiliz-
er, but it all depends on what you're trying 
to accomplish. 

Certainly, chemcal control p roduc ts 
have no place in a 100 percent all-natural 
program, but few turf professionals have 
the opportunity—or patient customers— 
to follow that philosophy. 

Many professionals will avoid incorpo-
ra t ing o rgan ic fe r t i l izer p r o d u c t s in to 
their current programs because they will 
still be using pesticides. There seems to be 
a common misperception that in order to 
use organic fertilizer products, you must 
change your whole way of doing business. 
Banning organic inputs because chemicals 
are being used has no sound agronomic 
basis at all. In fact the people who are 
u s i n g c h e m i c a l p e s t i c i d e s may need 
organics even more. 

Even t h o u g h the goal of In tegra ted 
Pest Management is to gradually reduce 
the use of pesticides, they are a realistic 
part of turf care programs, necessary for 
an acceptable stand of turf. 

The problem with pesticides—especial-
ly fungicides and insecticides—is that they 
drastically affect soil life, decreasing its 
natural ability to withstand pest problems. 
Therefore, bad soil leads to more suscepti-
ble tur f , which mus t be t rea ted again , 
bringing on a cycle of problems. We turn 
to artificial maintenance products when 
the soil alone can't sustain the plant. Each 
of these produc ts or pract ices can also 
have negative effects on the soil environ-
men t , t h u s p e r p e t u a t i n g the need for 
more artifical support. 

Organic fertilizers play an important 
role when pest control products are used. 
They help to rebuild the soil and create an 
environment more resistant to pests and 

disease, a big advantage of using organic 
mater ia ls to feed plants is tha t they do 
st imulate the activity and populations of 
living macro and micro-organisms. On the 
other hand, there is evidence that certain 
pesticides damage these same beneficial 
p o p u l a t i o n s . S i n c e t h i s is t h e case , 
shouldn't our thinking be that when pesti-
cides are used, organic inputs are essential 
to help rebuild and restore any detrimen-
tal effects the control product may have 
had on the soil? 

Another factor to consider: what prod-
uct is used to accomplish the pest control 
with minimal impact to the soil system. 
University tests have shown that some pest 
control prodcuts impact soil organisms 
much more than others. 

F requency of appl ica t ion is also an 

To understand and discuss organic fer-
t i l izer clearly, we m u s t f i rs t u n d e r -
stand the soil itself. 

This complex, living env i ronment 
is the most important factor affecting 
a p l a n t , a n d t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
aspect of an organic-based turf care 
p r o g r a m . When the soil is in good 
condit ion, it is capable of suppor t ing 
p l a n t s we l l . The soi l is a t h r i v i n g 
e n v i r o n m e n t , a l iv ing sys t em wi th 
food chains and checks and balances. 

For example: the ear thworms aer-
ate the soil and crea te channe l s for 
water d i s t r ibu t ion and root g rowth . 
Bacteria and fungi are also needed for 
good soil ba lance : they break down 
organic and mineral nutr ients; benefi-
cial n e m a t o d e s , b a c t e r i a and f u n g i 
help keep tu r f -damaging nematodes , 
bacteria and fungi in check. 

The soil's condition and its ability 
to carry out its f u n c t i o n s cor re la tes 
directly to the heath and vigor of the 
plants growing into it. 

important factor. If application of a low-
impact pre-emergence product can pre-
vent single or multiple applications of a 
p o s t - e m e r g e n t , t he tur f e n v i r o n m e n t 
would be better off in the long run. Spot 
treatment of only those areas with a prob-
lem also reduces over-use. 

Avoidance of chemical control prod-
u c t s to a c h i e v e 100 p e r c e n t n a t u r a l 
organic programs has its philosophical, 
idealistic a rgumen t s , but not everyone 
can completely avoid pesticides. Yet, no 
one should avoid organics jus t because 
pesticides are used. 

—The author is president of the Plant 
Products Division of Harmony Products, 

Inc., Chesapeake, Va. 

W h e n t h e so i l f u n c t i o n s a r e 
decreased for any reason, the ability 
to s u p p o r t a h e a l t h y p l a n t is a l so 
d i m i n i s h e d . P o o r so i l c o n d i t i o n s 
i n c l u d e c o m p a c t i o n , low m o i s t u r e 
re ten t ion , low microbial activity and 
low soil n u t r i e n t - h o l d i n g capaci ty . 
When the soil is p o o r — w h i c h may 
be due to na tu ra l cond i t ions or the 
ove ruse of chemica l pes t i c ides and 
f e r t i l i z e r s , a r t i f i c ia l m e a n s of sup -
por t are needed ( i r r igat ion, aera t ion , 
fer t i l iza t ion and weed/ insect /disease 
c o n t r o l p r o d u c t s ) as a s h o r t - t e r m 
so lu t ion . 

We mus t focus on improving the 
so i l by f e e d i n g i t . So i l f u n c t i o n s 
requ i re energy sources because soil 
f u n c t i o n s a re ca r r i ed ou t by l iving 
o r g a n i s m s t h a t r e q u i r e e n e r g y . 
F e r t i l i z e r s s h o u l d c o n t a i n e n e r g y -
rich organics to support the soil life 
tha t will in t u r n make s low-release 
nu t r i en t s available to the plants. . 

—M.N. 

Understanding soil structure 
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