Fall aerification options

At Metedeconk National GC, a season-long program re places a more
disruptive, traditional approach.

Bruce Cadenelli

The pressure on today's world of course management, whether real or imagined, is to be great
every day. Golfers are now accustomed to and anticipate firm, fast greens, tight fairways and
smooth bunkers, along with all other aspects of the course being in season-long peak condition.
Superintendents themselves are partially responsible for this mind set as we have developed
cultural and agronomic practices that consistently give the golfer these desired playing surfaces.

Given that superintendents do routinely provide optimum playing conditions, how do we then
meet the agronomic needs of the plant? Verticutting, dethatching, aerification and topdressing
are some of the methods used, but since these are somewhat disruptive operations, we are
careful in our timing and frequency in employing these practices. Our world has indeed become
a balancing act balance the needs of the plant against the needs of the golfers and hopefully
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create a win-win situation for all. Finding new and innovative ways of getting the job done
should be part of our position description.

For most of the country, especially the Northeast, fall is an ideal time for golf. Cool, crisp days
coupled with emerging leaf color make it ideal for a late-season round. Realizing this, we at
Metedeconk National Golf Club in Jackson, N.J., have developed a program of greens
cultivation that is minimally disruptive to the turf, while allowing us to maintain and even
enhance agronomic conditions.

The program

Although the program deals mainly with fall cultivation, our success is due to a season long
management program. We begin in late winter to early spring with a general greens aerification
using 5/8-inch tines. Cores are removed; then soil amendments are applied. Depending on soil
tests, we may add Pro-Mag 36. soil amendments such as kelp, green sand, soft rock
phosphate, black rock phosphate or ecolite and a slow release organic fertilizer. Greens are
then heavily topdressed to fill the holes using a 90:10 sand organic material. This early-season
work allows the greens to weather the stresses of June, July and August.

Once greens are healed from the initial work, we begin a season-long verti-cutting and
topdressing program At
three-week intervals, we
will tightly verticut in two
directions then follow up
with a light topdressing,
applying the material in
two or three directions
with push type fertilizer
spreaders. Depending
on rate of application,
the top dressing is
either brushed in or
lightly watered. Greens
are then mowed using
backup units and the
golfer experiences
virtually no disruption to
the putting surface.
Depending on weather,
we strive to maintain an

aggressive
verticutting/topdressing
schedule during the
spring and early
summer. During the
height of the summer,
we back off if necessary
because of weather
extremes.

The complete dryjecting process, including drying, cleaning and mowing, takes 1 %2to 1
¥ hours on each green.

When late August arrives, we begin our fall cultivation program. On the Monday and Tuesday
before the Labor Day weekend, all greens are dryjected. This machine aerates and fills the hole
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in a single process. Water is used to create the opening in the turf, then the machine injects our
90:10 topdressing material into the hole. Since water is used in the process, we allow the
greens to dry for approximately 30 minutes. They are then brushed, mowed and opened for
play. An average green of 5,000 to 6,000 square feet can he dry-jetted, cleaned and mowed in
approximately 1/1/2 to 1 3/4 hours, Stimpmeter readings on greens after cleanup show them
putting at more than 10 feet while providing an extremely smooth surface.

We contract this process out to a local company specializing in custom aerification work. They
use three or four machines. We provide the topdressing material, one laborer with each
machine as well as the final cleanup and mowing. All 29 greens are aerated, cleaned and
opened in a two day period. It should be noted that dryjecting is not a true aerification process,
since no cores are removed and no organic matter management is achieved. Our aim in this
initial step is to relieve some compaction, generate new root growth at the aerification site,
develop a better gas and oxygen exchange, and incorporate fresh topdressing material into the
green profile.

Using a Graden dethatching unit from Australia help s to manage the organic profile on
the course. Dethatching usually begins in mid-Octob er when play has begun to slow
down.

With reasonable growing conditions, the greens shove no evidence of the dryjecting seven to 10
days after the procedure. In our two years of doing this work, we have yet to register a single
golfer complaint.

Step Il

Play for us begins to slow in mid-October. At this time, we start step two in our process. This
consists of heavily dethatching all greens using a Graden dethatching unit from Australia. This
unit can penetrate a turf surface to a depth of 1 1/2 inches. We keep spacing of the blades at 1
inch. Using the thicker 9/64- inch blade, the dethatching operation can impact 14.10 percent of
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a greens surface area. An option available is to use a 5/64-inch blade, which then impacts 7.80
percent of the surface Our intent is to aggressively manage the organic material profile in our
mix so the thicker blade is the one we choose.

A green can be dethatched in 30 to 45 minutes depending on its size. Cleanup takes longer
since a considerable amount of material is generated. We generally use cote pushers and
blowers to dean the surface. Once the green is cleaned, we topdress it with sufficient material to
fill these newly created grooves The material is brushed in, greens ale mowed and we are again
ready for play. Our staff can complete nine holes of dethatching, cleanup and topdressing in a
normal eight-hour workday.

Though not a traditional aerification, the heavy dethatching, in my estimation, is as effective as
coring with less putting disruption, Using 1-inch tines on a spacing pattern of 1 inch by 2 inches
will impact 15.34 percent of the surface area, so our dethatching work is comparable to pulling
cores. The big plus for us is again less putting disruption and more content golfers.

Depending on weather healing takes from 10 days to two weeks. During that time a light spoon
feeding of liquid fertilizer will be applied to aid in the recovery process.

Since our greens are constructed to USGA recommendations, | believe that organic material
management is a key to their health and playability. We strive to keep organic matter in the 1 to
2 per cent range, but certainly no higher, Organic matter percentage is measured by taking
undisturbed core samples and sending them off to a lab for analysis not an inexpensive
process, but one that needs to he performed if you with to track the level and success of your
management program.

Step Il

By early November play has slowed dramatically, At this juncture, we decide whether to put the
Graden on greens for dethatching in a second direction or to aerate using 1/4-inch tines. These
1/4-inch tines on a 2-inch by-2-inch spacing only impact 1.23 percent of the surface area, so the
question becomes is the impact significant enough to justify the effort? Usually we just go back
with Gradens equipped with 5/64--inch blades. This operation impacts 7.8 percent of the
surface area. With our two fall dethatching procedures combined, we have impacted nearly 22
percent of the green surface area. Because firm greens are the goal, this double dethatching
works well for us.

Dethatching generates a considerable amount of mate  rial. Heavy dethatching can be as
effective as coring, but with less putting disrupti on.
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As in the initial dethatching, greens are again cleaned, topdressed, dragged and mowed, The
second dethatching does have a minor impact on ball roll, but because play is so light at this
time, is not a major concern. We’ll continue mowing greens four to five times per week in
November so that the few golfers who do play have very presentable greens. After
Thanksgiving, we mow as needed until final step.

Step IV

Our course closes for the season on the third weekend in December. At that time we apply
snow mold materials for winter protection. A final heavy top dressing is then applied to all
greens. Since this is a substantial topdressing, the material is applied using conventional Mete
R-Matic spreaders. We then brush all greens so a uniform covering is achieved. The greens
then rest until spring.

This late-season topdressing allows for winter protection, since snow cover is not a normal
occurrence in our part of the world. Also, after a few early-season mowings, the greens,
although not yet quick, are quite smooth and true.

As important as golfer satisfaction is, the agronomic needs of the plant come first. Because we
work with USGA greens, our major intent is to manage the organic matter portion in the prone.
Compaction is a consideration, but not the major factor in bow we developed our program, If we
achieve balance in our fertilization, watering, cutting height and pest management programs
then aggressively manage the organic matter in the top inch, | feel confident our greens will
perform well.

| also feel comfortable that our approach to greens cultivation and organic matter management
will be effective on older-style push-up greens. Most of these greens have been modified by
years of topdressing so the pro file is in many ways similar to that of a USGA green. Some
experimentation on the superintendent's part may be necessary to prove this assumption
correct.

Jim Murphy, Ph.D., of Rutgers University has said that "aerifying a golf course is a balancing act
between making strong agronomic improvements vs. politics and playability.” | don't believe it
can be better said. As technology evolves, newer and different equipment will come to the
marketplace, changing our approach to many facets of our profession. The modern
superintendent will examine these changes to determine what portions best fit his or her
programs. This constant experimentation and innovation give golfers the wonderful turf
conditions they now enjoy. Continued experimentation and innovation will move our craft and
the game of golf forward.

The strength of our program lies in its season-long approach. Both
the dryject operation and the deep dethatching procedure play
important roles in our cultivation philosophy. In many situations they
may not substitute for core aeration, but we have found them to be
very effective tools in our efforts to produce top quality turf. They are
less disruptive to play and a machine such as the Graden does
remove a great amount of thatch. An integration of various
approaches utilizing different machines makes the program
successful.

In discussions with other superintendents, | hear often that
attempting to balance the needs of the plant versus the needs of the
golfers cannot work. My answer is that it cannot work easily. There
will always be some golfer discomfort any time disruptive manage
meat practices are undertaken on a green. Only through continued
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golfer or member education will the process become more harmonious. Our efforts will always
be aimed at meeting the needs on both sides of the equation and, hopefully, getting all parties
singing the same notes.

Bruce Candenelli is superintendent at Matedeconk Na  tional Golf Club in Jackson, N.J.,
and a 25-year GCSAA member. He presented this infor mation at the Innovative
Superintendent Sessions at the 2001 conference and show in Dallas.
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