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Organicsin our Midst — Myth or
Possibility?
by Steve Pincuspy

T urf professionasand homeownersincress-

ingly use an organic approach to lawn care, and
though theterm can be as dlippery asadewy
lawn, itisclear that organicsaregaining wider
acceptance. Y et thistrend has not necessarily
worked itsway onto community parksand
ahleticfields. Many obstaclesremain, including
mi sperceptions about the costs of organics,
questions about their short-term effectiveness -
and ageneral lack of knowledgeabout the In 2005, John Howell of the Elk Grove Park District started the

.. . Community Athletic Fields Facility (CAFF) on a thirty-five
pnnaplescfmorgmlcturf Wgan- percent bio-solid fertilizer infused with beneficial

microorganisms, moving to seventy-five percent over the course of
just a few years.

Investingthe Timeto Go Organic

Atitscore, organiclawn carefocuseson Yet aconversation with an organic turf manager
restoring the soil system, rather thanthegrass, in  indicatesthisistimewell spent, and may freeup even
OrdG’ to createamore ra- li ent and g f-&.lffl - moreresourcesover the | ong tearm.
cientlawn.

Thissoundsgrest, intheory. However, there  Creatingan Organic Turf Systemin Illinois
isabewildering array of organic productsand When John Howell of the Elk Grove Park District
servicesmaking different claims, with few took over the Community Athletic Fields Facility

sourcesto verify thisinformationindependently.  (CAFF), healready had years of experienceusing
Theresultisalot of speculationand skepticism  organicsat Naturalawn of America. Inthefall of 2005,
towards organics. Park agenciessufferingfrom  he started CAFF on athirty-five percent bio-solid
budget cutsarelesslikely toinvest thetime fertilizer infused with beneficia microorganisms, moving
required to sort out this confusion when conven- 1o seventy-five percent over the courseof just afew
tional productsoffer thepromiseof aquick turf  yegrs;

responsewithamost no planning or forethought.  Bjo-solids are made from the sludge left over from
Organicturf systemssmply takemoretime. sewagetreatment. Bio-solidsarearguably ‘ organic;
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At its core, organic lawn care focuses on restoring the solil
system, rather than the grass, in order to create a more resilient
and self-sufficient lawn.

depending on whom you talk to, and, even though
they have been tested to ensure they meet EPA
standards, some people still harbor lingering con-
cernsabout their long-term impact. However, bio-
solidswork inasimilar manner to other natural-
based fertilizers: they add organic matter to the soil
that dowly rel eases nutrients, improves soil structure
and encourages microbes. The addition of microor-
ganismsto the soil also hel ps catalyze ahedlthy turf
system by stimulating turf growth and suppressing
disease outbreaks.

Theresults have been remarkable. “ Sincewe
started thisprogram, turf durability hasimproved,”
accordingto Howell. “1t holds up to wear and tear
better.” Similarly, therust issuesthat used to plague
thefidldsarenolonger aproblem. Howell estimates
that total pesticide applicationsare down 70to 80
percent, and he stopped using pre-emergent herbi-
cidesatogether. Current pesticide gpplicationsare
very selective, congsting of only the occasiona spot
spray. Although the costs of organicswerealittlebit
more expensiveinthe beginning, Howell saysthat
more companiesare offering products, so that the
priceisbecoming competitive.

Other possible benefits of an organic turf system
arelessnutrient leaching and runoff, reduced mow-
ingtime, fewer irrigation cyclesand an overdl
reductioninfoss-fuel consumptionthroughthe
decreasing use of synthetic fertilizers, pesticidesand
gasoline.

Organicsare now at the point wherethey are cost
effective, create hedthier turf with fewer disease
problems, reduce labor hours, save money and help
preserveloca environmentd qudity. Withdl of
these benefits, it issurprising that more peopleare
not using organics. So what isstopping them? Trying
anything new onlawnscan beachdlengefor turf
managers, whosejobsareontheline. Whilethe
trangition might just beamatter of time, it may take
more success stories before others are convinced.

Using an All-Natural Program on

Campus

Many prestigiousingtitutionsare choosing an
al-naturd program. Harvard University isjust
two yearsinto an al-natural programon
sixteen acresof high-profile, high-trafficturf,
producing hedthy largely weed-free grasswith
Six- to eght-inch deep roots— unheard of in
most conventiona lawn programs. The secret:
someinitial compost topdressingsto restore
soil organic matter and regular compost tea
goplicationsto enhance microbid activity
thereafter. Asaresult, they havecut al syn-
theticfertilizersand pesticides, using thirty
percent lesswater in the process.

Safer Pest Control Project routinely con-
ductsworkshopsfor turf professionasto teach
them how to develop their own natura lawn
careprogram. Visit www.spcpweb.org/yards
for moreinformation.

Steve Pincuspy

works for Safer Pest Control Project, an Illinois-
based non-profit promoting safer and effective
methods of pest control, including natural lawn
care. You can reach himat
Spincuspy@spcpweb.org.
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