






































Thatch is important, however, in developing
the resiliency and cushion that is needed in
greens or on fairways. Thatch heips to buffer
soil temperature from air temperature and
thatch helps to prevent the encroachment of
weeds. Most agronomists feel the optimum level
of thatch on greens and fairways should fall in
the neighborhood of 1/4 to 1/2 inch. The
desired amount of thatch can be maintained
through the use of aeration, spiking, vertical
mowing, top-dressing, brushing, lime applica-
tions and other phases of cultural management.
When there is not enough thatch on greens,
excessive ball marks and pitting, along with a
poor playing surface are frequent complaints.

Although thatch is important in any golf
course management program, it can also create
problems for the Golf Course Superintendent.
Excessive thatch is undesirable and the disad-
vantages are legend:

1) Dry spots develop and require increased
attention in water management programs.

2) Thatch can create an uneven playing
surface.

3) Conditions within the thatch provide a
favorable environment for disease.

4) Insect activity may be stimulated.

5) Excessive thatch brings about desiccation
in early spring.

6) Fungicide and insecticide treatments are
not as effective when thatch levels are
excessive.

7) Water infiliration rates are affected, de-
creasing the efficiency of water.

8) Management practices required to reduce
thatch are expensive.

9} It is difficult to obtain satisfactory
overseeding.

Thatch Research

Fifteen years ago there was very little
research being conducted investigating the
development and control of thatch. Since that
time, a great deal of money has been spent in
research to discover what could be learned
about thatch decomposition. R.E. Engel and
R.B. Alderfer, of Rutgers University, presented
one of the first papers after a 10-year study on
Seaside bentgrass, dealing with the effect of
cultivation, top-dressing, lime, nitrogen and
wetting agents on thatch development. A turf
cultivation study conducted by F.B. Ledeboer
at the University of Rhode Island reported that
cultivation appears to increase surface de-
compostiion. Ledoboer worked with glucose,
sucrose, fertilizer, dolomitic limestone, gypsum
and top-dressing combinations on thatch de-
composition, and reported them unsatisfactory
for increasing the rate of known thatch
decomposition, C.Y. Ward, of Mississippi State
University, reported that top-dressing and culti-
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vation were deterrants to thatch in bermuda-
grass. J.D. Butler, at the University of lllinois,
worked on ‘“Thatch: A Problem in Turf
Management,” where he showed that thatch
may be desirable, depending upon where and
under what conditions the thatch exists. Butler
pointed out the following benefits by having
thatch:

® Shading and lowering of the soil tempera-
ture. With a mulich, soil temperature tends to be
lower during the day and higher at night.

® Some protection from frost and low
temperatures can be achieved from the insula-
tion provided by thatch.

® Reduction of water loss, as thatch may
protect the soil from drying winds.

® Reduction of the weed problem,

® Recycling of nutrients: With thatch some
turf areas have looked good for many years
without supplemental fertilizer.

Most of the thatch research in the past had
attempted to find the best management pro-
grams and mechanical renovation procedures to
reduce thatch accumulation, Today a new focus
in thatch research is directed more to the
biological degradation of the thatch layer. J.B.
Martin, at Michigan State University, investi-
gated the total cell wall, the hemicellulose,
cellulose and lignin analysis that make up the
thatch layer on the leaves, stems and roots of
Toronto bentgrass, Merion bluegrass and Penn-
lawn red fescue. He showed that lignin, the most
resistant plant constituent to microbial activity,
was found in greatest quantities in the thatch
layer nearest the soil. Fescue contained higher
percentages of lignin than either that of
bluegrass or bentgrass. In comparing the living
plant parts, roots have significantly higher
percentages of total cell wall constituents and
lignin than the stems or leaves. He also
concluded from his study that clippings of
turfgrasses contribute very little to thatch
accumulation,

J.S. Koths, of the University of Connecticut,
showed that although changes in the thatch
microenvironment bring about quantitative
changes in microbiol balances, such ecological
changes do not necessarily contribute to a more
desirable thatch balance. A great proportion of
the viable microflora is inactive. Increasing
activity is important and can be obtained
through top-dressing. Changing the physical
characteristics of the thatch layer to provide
microecological sites that promote continued
activity by the resistant microflora may be the
most important attribute of top-dressing.

Thatch, a part of turf, plays an important
role in providing optimum playing conditions
for the game of golf. How the Golf Course
Superintendent manages thatch plays an im-
portant role in his success or failure in his
profession.
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