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AERATION, TOPDRESSING AND COMPACTION 
 

What is compaction? 
 
Compaction is the squeezing of the soil layer so that pore space collapses and soil, rather than 
having pores like a sponge, becomes dense like concrete.  This makes it difficult for root growth 
and normal plant functions. 
 
How can I tell if my soil is compacted? 
 
Use a screwdriver to push into the soil on an average day---not during a drought, not just after a 
rainfall or irrigation----to see how far the screw driver will penetrate.  For good turf growth, it 
should easily penetrate 8-10 inches or more.  If the screwdriver cannot pass more than 2-4 inches 
easily, compaction is an issue. 
 
Can compaction be deeper than the upper 8 inches?  Does this cause problems? 
 
Certainly, and yes it does cause problems for drainage and root growth.  You will need special 
equipment to over come a deeper layer of compaction such as a deep tine aerator. 
 
What is the usual method to fight compaction? 
 
A hollow tine aerator which pulls out plugs of soil.  Rake them off and stockpile them for 
another use.  Leave the holes open to crumble in on themselves. 
 
How deep does a hollow tine aerator go? 
 
Usually about 4 inches. 
 
My aerator is just bouncing over the soil surface.  What should I do? 
 
Water to soften the soil then try again. 
 
What is the best time of year to aerate? 
 
Spring and fall.  If you aerate in spring DO NOT drag cores back in because you will be 
spreading crabgrass, dandelions, and annual bluegrass seed across the surface of the soil where 
they can more easily germinate. 
 
 
 
 
 



Is there any time I should NOT aerate? 
 
If soil is very wet, you will make compaction worse.  If your irrigation system is not at the 
required depth of 6 inches, you should not aerate because you will make all kinds of holes in the 
system. 
 
Should I topdress with sand after I have aerated to improve drainage? 
NO!  Sand increases the potential for compaction.  Instead topdress with a quarter to an eighth of 
an inch of compost each time your aerate and over time this will improve soil drainage and 
structure considerably. 
 
How can I reduce the chances of further compaction? 
 
Do not drive on turf.  Do not play on turf if it is wet.  Do not work soil if it is wet.  Do not bring 
in topsoil from a remote site.  Do not add sand to clay. 
 


