Organic Playing Fields Are Possible

Five myths about problems with organic playing field management 

Chip Osborne, a horticulturist and president of “Living Lawn” company of Marblehead, Massachusetts, transformed over 15 acres of playing fields to organic management in the past 2 years. He has shown that eliminating pesticide use on children’s playing fields is possible, that it would not cause more injuries, and that it could cost less.  He recently spoke at U.C. Berkeley in Mar ‘08 at a national pesticide conference and the following is a synopsis of his talk:

Myth 1: Organic turf management puts fields “at risk” 
Opponents claim that organic management will put the fields at risk for disease and weed infestation; however, university studies have found that chemically maintained turf is more susceptible to disease. The reason was found to be very low organic matter content and depleted soil microorganisms. 

A key component of organic management is topdressing with compost, adding a steadily available source of nutrients, and adding beneficial microorganisms that help fight diseases. Research at universities has demonstrated that top-dressing with compost suppresses some soil-borne fungal diseases just as well as conventional fungicides. 

Myth 2: Organic athletic fields are not “safe” and cause more injuries 
This myth often preserves dandelions and tufts of plants that children may trip on. But organic practices can ensure control of unwanted plants in the turf. The safety of a field is not dependent on whether there is an organic versus chemical-based maintenance program.  Any turf that has an irregular surface can lead to falls or twisted ankles. In fact, chemical turf is generally hard and compacted because there is not much soil biology (life in the soil). Organic management focuses on cultural practices, such as aeration, that alleviates compaction and provides a softer, better playing surface. 

Myth 3: Organic fields always have clover problems 
Excess clover is an indicator of the soil condition. Clover is found in fields with low nitrogen levels, compaction issues, and drought stress. It is an issue in large patches because it can be slippery when wet. However, clover is a beneficial plant that “fixes,” or transforms, free nitrogen from the atmosphere into the turf. The organic turf manager recognizes the value of clover and other unwanted plants, sets a reasonable tolerance level, and uses sound horticultural practices such as pH management, fertilization, aeration, over-seeding with proper grass seed, and proper watering to control them. 

Myth 4: Organic turf management is prohibitively expensive 
Chip Osborne transformed 15 acres of playing fields to organic care in a 5 year period, now at a cost of $2400-$3000 per 2 acre playing field, not including mowing costs. A conventional fully chemically treated athletic field by TruGreen ChemLawn for the same area is estimated at $3400. While initial costs to transition a chemical-dependent turf to organic care can be higher, in the long-run costs will be lower as inputs, like fertilizer and water, decrease. 

Not only is annual chemical treatment costs eliminated, so is the contribution of nitrous oxide, a chemical that is 20x more potent at capturing radiant heat as compared to carbon dioxide.  In effect, we would be decreasing a potent greenhouse gas that contributes to global warming and decrease a pollutant that runs into our creeks that lead into the Bay.

Myth 5: Organic fields need to be rested 
Once again, this is not a chemical versus organically managed field issue. All fields ideally should be rested for recuperative growth. Athletic activity naturally tears up turf from the soil, especially football, leaving open areas for opportunistic weeds to grow. Prepping the area and spreading a repair mixture of compost and seed that quickly establishes as soon as possible will fill in the area and negate the need for herbicides down the road. 

Alternatives to Pesticides 
A Cornell University Athletic Turf Study sampled soil at five Orange County, NY, public school playing fields and analyzed the samples for pH, nutrients, and soil compaction. Weed populations were also mapped. Cornell researchers noted the common trends as lack of adequate topsoil, soil compaction, overuse and multipurpose fields, limited funds for maintenance, limited maintenance staff and equipment. Researches also stated that it became apparent that more than the building and grounds personnel needed to be educated. School administrators, funding sources, athletic directors, coaches, teachers, parents, and students all need to be educated on maintenance issues. In addition, they should be educated on the health effects of pesticides as well. 

There is not a quick and easy step-by-step formula for maintaining every sports field because there are site-specific conditions and varying sports needs. It is necessary to utilize information gathered in site analysis to develop a site-specific management plan. As Paul Sachs states in his book, Managing Healthy Sports Fields: a guide to using organic materials for low-maintenance and chemical-free playing fields (2004), “Ecological turf maintenance calls for the manager to consider all of the organisms in the turf ecosystem, because most of them are allies. It also means expectations may have to be adjusted to a more realistic and practical threshold where a natural equilibrium can be maintained. 
List of Experts:

1.  "The Gopher Guy" (gopher and mole trapping).  Santa Rosa.

 Gregg Crawford: 707-537-1415 (home) or 707-799-6730 (cell). 

References: Art Slater, IPM expert retiree from UC Berkeley, consults nation-wide; 

Novato and Moraga School Districts; Santa Rosa and Petaluma Park Districts.

2. “Gophers Limited”, Ben Lomond.  Thomas Wittman: 831-336-2852  www.gopherslimited.com.  

3. Chip Osborne: Organically maintained playing fields CD training guide, trainer, and consultant.  info@livinglawn.org   877-332-3276, ext 15.  www.livinglawn.org

4.   Steven Ash/IPM-PCA Associates: landscaping IPM, training. San Rafael

Steven Ash, 415- 494-9615.

5. Baefsky & Associates:  trees, landscaping, structural IPM, training.  Orinda

Michael Baefsky, 254-7950.

6. Biological Urban Gardening Services: landscaping IPM, training.  Sacramento.

Steven Zien, 916-726-5377.
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