WHAT DOES THE CITY OF CEDARBURG PARKS, RECREATION & FORESTRY DEPARTMENT HAVE IN COMMON WITH HARVARD UNIVERSITY?
By
Kevin F. Westphal, Supt. of Parks & Forestry

THE ANSWER:
A Natural Organic Turf Management Program 

According to the September 24, 2009 article in the New York Times entitled “The Grass Is Greener At Harvard” by Anne Raver; Harvard University administrators were so impressed by the results of an organic turf care pilot project that they have decided to manage their entire campus using these sustainable methods. You can read the entire article and a detailed description of the pilot project in the attached PDF’s.

The Cedarburg Parks, Rec. & Forestry Department’s Natural Turf Care Program began in the spring of 2007 as a result of citizen concerns about the use of pesticides and inorganic fertilizers on public park land. Having formal training and years of experience in urban forestry and only a semester or two of classes and limited experience in turf management I hadn’t really developed any devotion to “conventional”, chemical-based turf management. So in the fall of 2006 out of curiousity I decided to pick up a book on organic gardening methods. I felt it was my responsibility as a civil servant to investigate the idea of growing athletic turf without the use of chemicals. As a parent, the thought of my toddler crawling across a city park lawn that didn’t have chemical residues on it was appealing. That book (“Teaming With Microbes, A Gardener’s Guide To The Soil Foodweb” by Lowenfels & Lewis) changed the way I looked at every part of my operation. From growing athletic turf to growing flowers, ornamental shrubs and even street trees; suddenly it all made sense to me. Feed the soil, let the soil feed the plant.
In the winter of ’06-’07 I read and studied everything I could get my hands on to learn more about the soil foodweb, soil biology and soil chemistry. In February of 2007 I attended a training seminar for professional turf managers on “chemical-free” turf management taught by Chip Osborne of Marblehead, Mass. Mr. Osborne had been successfully managing the school and park athletic fields in Marblehead without the use of chemicals or inorganic (manmade or synthetic) fertilizers for several years. The slides he presented showed athletic fields with thick, healthy, weed-free turf. I realized then that these methods do work, Marblehead was proof of that.

In the spring of 2007 I presented a plan to manage City-owned park land and public areas using natural organic turf care methods to the Parks & Forestry Board. Since the new plan would just be a change in the way we did things and we would not be asking for any additional money in our operating budget, the Board voted unanimously to support our new turf management plan. Over the last few years learning and studying about healthy soil/plant relationships and soil science in general has become a passion and hobby of mine. 

So how does our turf management program work? It’s not just a product swap, synthetic fertilizers for natural organic fertilizers. The program is based on the philosophy of promoting soil health and creating optimal conditions for turf growth, without using chemicals. Conversely, a conventional (chemical) system bypasses and inhibits the soils’ natural biological processes and over time actually destroys soil biology, soil organic matter and soil structure creating an environment that weeds and diseases thrive in. This causes the turf manager to have to spray poison on the turf to suppress and kill weeds and diseases; a practice that will go on indefinitely. The natural turf care program promotes soil biology and soil health through cultural methods like soil testing, nutrient balancing, core aerating, over-seeding, topdressing with compost, increasing mowing height, returning (mulching) grass clippings; and applications of Compost Tea, natural organic fertilizers and other natural soil amendments. The result is a healthy, deep-rooted turf system that can out-compete weeds and resist disease, insect pressure, drought, compaction and wear. 
The results are measurable. A recent Soil Foodweb Analysis (soil test) of one of our premier athletic fields showed that after 3 growing seasons of chemical-free management the total biomass of beneficial bacteria had increased over 900%, total biomass of beneficial fungi had increased  42% (we had excellent numbers to start), nutrient cyclers like protozoa (up 450%) and nematodes (up 740%) exploded; and plant available nitrogen (the natural forms of N that don’t leach and pollute groundwater) had doubled from 50-75 lb/ac to 100-150 lb/acre! 
That last category, plant available nitrogen, is the key. That is where the cost savings comes in. For decades in our country homeowners and professional turf managers alike have thought that to grow healthy turf all your nitrogen has to come out of a bag. The funny thing is, mother nature has been growing healthy, productive turf systems (prairies) and forest systems for eons without man’s help. Nature’s biological system of nutrient cycling is what we are trying to promote and maintain. The nitrogen in this system is tied up in the soil biology, cycled naturally and made available to the plants at the proper time and in the proper form. This means that over time, as soil health improves, fertilizer inputs can be reduced or eliminated and pesticides are not needed which not only saves the City money, but creates a safe, sustainable environment for our citizens to recreate.
Our athletic fields and public lawns are still a work in progress. It will take several more growing seasons and some tweaking of the program to get our turf areas in great shape like the ones in Marblehead but I feel it’s a worthy and attainable goal. 

Some suggested readings for anyone interested in learning more are:

Teaming with Microbes, A gardener’s guide to the soil foodweb. By Lowenfels & Lewis

The Soil Biology Primer. By the Soil & Water Conservation Society (www.swcs.org)

The Organic Lawn Care Manual.  By Paul Tukey

Managing Healthy Sports Fields, A guide to…chemical-free playing fields. By Paul Sachs

The Compost Tea Brewing Manual. By Dr. Elaine Ingham
