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Damping Off 
 

 
What is damping off? 
 
Damping off is the death of seedling turf caused by fungus before or just after it has sprouted. 
 
How does damping off occur? 
 
Pre-emergence damping off occurs prior to the new plant breaking through the soil, i.e., the seed 
actually rots. This is favored by poor seed bed preparation ( the soil should be fine and firm), a 
seed bed that is too wet, a common problem, and seed that is planted too deep. 
 
The second form occurs when the stem and roots form, but the plant is girdled at the soil line. 
The seedlings yellow, the plants become floppy and the whole stand of new grass collapses and 
dies, often with a bunch of fungal threads visible in the canopy.  This is typical damping off, 
seen more often than pre-emergence damping off. It is favored by a poor seed bed, or one that is 
too wet, where seeds are planted too deep (never more than 1/8 of an inch), where too much 
fertilizer has been applied and most importantly, TOO MUCH SEED!!! When you think you'll 
do yourself a favor and spread seed thickly you set the seed up for high competition for light, 
which leads to spindly plants with thin cuticles, you increase the humidity which leads to rot as 
well as extreme competition for water and nutrients. All of this leads to weak grass which means 
that the opportunistic diseases are going to move in. 
 
Do the fungi that cause damping off stick around to bother turf in successive seasons? 
 
Yes.   Typical damping off organisms are the same ones that produce disease in mature turf, e.g., 
Pythium, Fusarium, and Rhizoctonia.  
 
What can I do to prevent damping off? 
 
The most important thing is proper seed bed preparation. See the sheets on lawn renovation and 
seeding. 
Freeze seed before planting for 24-48 hours to crack the seed coat and speed germination. This 
really gives an advantage fungus induced pre-emergence damping off in cool soils.   
 
Fertilize with a half pound of actual nitrogen/1000 square feet in the form of starter fertilizer 
about 4-6 weeks after establishment.   
 
Water in the morning and early afternoon to allow soil to dry as best you can before nightfall 
 
Mowing as soon as seedlings reach a mowable height will tend to keep the canopy drier and less 
humid, which is less conducive to damping off. 



 
Purchase seeds coated with fungicides. These normally add about 7-10 cents/pound to the cost 
and will protect against infection at a very critical time.  
 
Treat seedbeds or newly emerged seedlings prior to the onset of warm wet weather with 
fungicide to avoid Pythium damping off and/or Pythium blight. One problem is allowing the 
seedbed to dry in order to support foot, spreader, and/or sprayer traffic. Small sprayers will likely 
be necessary 
 
How quickly can damping off take down seedling turf? 
 
Virtually overnight. 
 
 


