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Why Does New Turf Fail??? 
 

What is the number one reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Poor quality soil. 
 
What is the number two reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Lack of planning for water draining from the roof and sidewalks, foot traffic from pets and 
people, for seed selection based on the amount of sun, enough compost to amend the entire turf 
area properly, etc. 
 
What is the number three reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
  
In addition to poor soil there is improper soil preparation.  Tilling at least 6 inches deep and 
preferably 8-10 or even 12 is much better.  Rake the lawn to a final grade is also critical 
especially for sodded lawns so that uneven pockets do not sink leaving roots dangling in empty 
air under the turf canopy where they will die.  This is another reason to remove the old sod with 
a sod cutter rather than coarsely chopping up the old lawn and turning it into the soil. 
 
REMEMBER: The bucket of a skid-steer loader is not the proper tool for creating the seed bed 
before seeding or sodding!  
 
What is the number four reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Wrong date of seeding – August and September are the best seeding months. Other seeding dates 
are doable, but more attention and labor will be needed for success. SEE SEEDING 
FACTSHEET 
 
What is the number five reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Poor choice of seed – No rye in shade, turf-type tall fescue with about 10% Kentucky bluegrass 
in sun, fine fescue best for dry shade, Poa trivialis for always wet, compacted shade.  SEE 
SEEDING FACTSHEET 
 
What is the number six reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
No irrigation after seeding.  Usually you will need to irrigate 2-4 times/day to keep the seedbed 
moist.  If the new seedlings dry out even once, they will die because they do not have roots to 
fetch moisture deeper in the soil profile.  
 
What is the number seven reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 



Failure to fertilize again when turf reaches about 2 inches in height at 4-6 weeks after sprouting.  
This follow up fertilization is REQUIRED for maximum establishment.  At this point seedling 
turf is likely to run out of food and become very susceptible to damping off (SEE FACTSHEET 
ON DAMPING OFF) unless an application of 0.5-1 lb of actual nitrogen is made, in accordance 
with local and state fertilizer laws. 
 
What is the number eight reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Bad mowing practices.  You should mow as soon as the first few plants reach 3” and then 
weekly after that. Most wait too long to mow. 
 
What is the number nine reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Crabgrass and bentgrass.  Crabgrass will outcompete newly seeded areas especially in hot, dry 
areas.  Make sure you have chosen the correct grass for the site and that there are no gaps in the 
turf into which the crabgrass can grow. 
 
Bentgrass will outcompete other grasses in shade, wet areas and at the bottom of slopes. 
Bentgrass is also encouraged by close mowing, high fertilizer and frequent irrigation. 
 
 
What is the number ten reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
If the lawn was sodded, failure to core aerate can result in sod failure within six to seven months.  
Core aeration about 4 weeks after the sod is laid is recommended to permit roots to grow through 
aeration holes into the soil under the sod and the layer of soil the sod was brought in on plus it 
opens up channels for air and water exchange and prevents the disastrous formation of a perched 
water table. 
 
What is the number eleven reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Failure to mulch after seed application---this helps to keep moisture and humidity around the 
germinating grass, promote seed to soil contact and also helps to keep seed in place and not wash 
away during irrigation or rain events. 
 
Use about two bales/1000 square feet of straw mulch. 
 
You can also lightly dust seed itself with soil to keep it in contact with the soil it is planted in. 
 
What is an unexpected reason for new turf to thin and then completely fail within a year? 
 
Failure to COVER the site once turf renovation is initiated because heavy rain can cause water 
movement off adjacent areas onto the turf site which typically carries and deposits silt and clay 
which in turn forms a seal on the soil surface that will be difficult for turf seed to root through or 
sod to root through, plus it will result in a lens of water on the surface that can act as a mini 
perched water table leading to algae, moss, and disease as well as encouraging run off of 
fertilizers and seed washing away.  If this contamination by particles from off site happens, you 



need to dig up the surface again to re-establish soil air and water exchange and to get rid of the 
“crust” on top.  
 
How do I know if my turf failed because of not enough sun?   
 
You can use the following system to determine if light had something to do with failure.  
Remember that rye will not tolerate shade AT ALL.  If your turf is in shade don’t renovate until 
the shade issue is taken care of. 
 

• Grade A = 8 or more hours 
• Grade B = 6-8 hours 
• Grade C = 4-6 hours 
• Grade D = 2-4 hours 
• Grade F = less than 2 

 
How many directions should turf shed rainfall to insure good drainage? 
 
Turf should shed rainfall in at least three directions. 
 
When does surface drainage become a serious issue for establishing turf? 
 
When the entire turf surface drains towards the front.  This is the effect sharp sloping of a berm 
or hill has. 
 
When the turf surface has water holding hollows. 
 
When a large water shed in an adjacent rough area drains directly onto a turf surface: this is 
where you put your rain garden instead. 
 
Why are there puddles in my new turf area? 
 
Puddles are due to low vertical or horizontal movement of water.  This is due to compaction, 
inadequate slope or the influence of the percent of organic matter and the soil type.  The solution 
is to plow it up and renovate again or to core aerate. 
 
My new turf is starting to thin.  I am irrigating and fertilizing correctly and the turf gets 
enough sun.  What do I do now? 
 
Check the root zone by cutting out a piece of turf 3 inches wide by 4 inches deep.  Now cut that 
piece in half vertically with a serrated steak or bread knife, trying to keep the two halves in their 
original shape.  Signs of deep trouble in the root zone include: 
 

• Layering in soil profile 
• Inconsistent blending of soil amendments 
• Uneven soil depth 
• Black layer (this will smell of sulfur) 
• Compaction (look for chunks of soil rather than sugary crumbles) 
• Poor root development (short roots, discolored rather than white) 



• Smell of sulfur when sample is broken apart 
 
Why could using a skid steer or other heavy equipment to renovate cause problems?  I save so 
much time using these, isn’t it worth it in the long run?  Won’t the turf and soil recover if I 
baby them? 
 
Heavy construction equipment moving across turf may cause loss of turf, severe soil compaction 
at a depth that cannot easily be remediated by normal core aeration, ruts in wet soils, and damage 
to underground drainage lines and irrigation pipe.  Think of the equipment as glaciers: soil is still 
springing back in the North from compaction caused by the last ice age.  Is it worth it?  SEE 
SKIDSTEER FACT SHEET 
 
My turf is failing in the area I spent the most time grading….where did I go wrong when I 
worked so hard to get it right? 
 
Did you really need to grade?   The goal is ensure adequate surface drainage of turfgrass areas so 
why would you grade if you don’t need to?  Grading can be a needless source of compaction. 

 
What kind of grade should I have to my turf area? 

 
The minimum grade should be 1-2% (2.4-4.8 inches drop in 20 feet) sloping AWAY from 
buildings. 

 
AVOID grades of more than 25% (a drop of more than 25% or a drop of 1 foot in 4 feet) because 
the turf almost invariably fails, you can’t mow it and especially on the south side will have 
drought and chinch bug issues. 

 
I have heavy clay soil and added sand to lighten it and to improve drainage.  Now the soil is 
like cement and hardly any grass is growing.  What happened? 

 
WARNING: adding small quantities of sand to a fine textured or clay soil can create a cement 
like mixture as per the Certified Turfgrass Professional Manual of Professional Lawn Care 
Association of America.  Even soil from a remote site can cause this kind of incompatibility. 

 
What is the ideal soil for turf? 

 
Ideal for turf is 8-12 inches of sandy loam or loamy sand. 

 
I added a 2 inch layer of what was sold to me as best quality top soil.  I applied it to the surface 
of my new turf area and then rolled out sod.  Now, two months later, bug patches of sod are 
dying off and the ground is very soft and squishy.  What is going on? 

 
Often a 1-2 inch layer of sand, organic matter or loam is added to existing soil in an effort to 
improve their turf BUT this practice RARELY succeeds and often results in a layering effect that 
reduces or prevents water and fertilizer movement into the soil and restricts turfgrass rooting.  
Water trapped this way is called a perched water table. It is best to simply amend what you have 
with compost to improve air and water exchange 

 



What if I have to add soil?  Is there any way to avoid layering? 
 

IF you have to add soil mix at least 2 inches into subsoil to avoid layering. 
 

I already added the soil layer and now everything is squishy when I water…if I step on the 
yellowing turf it slips back revealing the soaked mud underneath.  What happened? 

 
You have a perched water table.  A perched water table is a water saturated soil or sand 
overlying a less permeable layer of soil.  When water hits the less permeable layer it begins to 
back up like a bad toilet into the upper layer where the roots are.  The turf roots sit in the water 
and die because they need oxygen but the water cannot drain.  When the roots die, there is 
nothing to hold the turf in place so it slides off the surface. 

 
My turf is thinning, and I can see what looks like a greenish black crust on the surface where 
it is thinned.  Is this a disease? 

 
Most likely it is algae, indicating that there is water standing on the surface due to compaction or 
a perched water table.  There will also likely be pythium root and crown in the turf roots but this 
is a secondary infection due to unfavorable drainage. 

 
My new seeding failed this past fall.  I got it in late---could that be the problem? 

 
It could be since the date of the first killing frost is extremely variable on Long Island.  The rule 
of thumb is that the last good seeding date is 20-30 days before first expected killing frost.  The 
ideal soil temperature for fall establishment is 73-76 F at a 4” depth. 

 
I tried to get Zoysia established using the protocol for establishing typical grasses like 
Kentucky bluegrass but had no luck.  Where did I go wrong? 

 
Zoysia is a warm season grass so there are many differences in establishment and care.  The 
optimal temperature for establishing zoysia is 70-95 so late spring, early summer are ideal.  Do 
not try to establish in early spring because low temperatures inhibit growth and weeds will 
outcompete sprigs which are used to establish zoysia rather than seed.  By the same token, no 
late season establishment because it won’t get established before dormancy hits.  You also may 
have under-sprigged the area if you had your timing right: you need 4-5 bushels of sprigs/1000 
square feet.  

 
I planted a lawn around a new building after grading it nicely and not only did it fail, parts of 
it completely sank and covered up the seed!  What happened? 

 
If you are working around new construction, resist the urge to GRADE and quickly seed or sod.  
The reason for this is that the soil must settle or be compacted after grading. Each foot of soil 
moved could settle up to two inches resulting in a rough lawn in a year or two.   Settling of soil 
will bury seed too deeply to germinate. 

 
I was forced to seed a SMALL lawn in late April and it failed because the weeds took over 
completely and the birds ate the rest.  Is there ANYTHING I can do to get seed going at this 
time of year? 



 
You can try seeding and then covering the area with cheesecloth which will rot away.  The grass 
comes up through the holes but the broadleaf weeds will have more difficulty poking through.  
Or, you can cover small areas with spun polyester row cover to get the grass started earlier in the 
season.   

 
 
 


