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Home lawns, as well as sports turf, may be seeded, vegetatively planted with stolons, rhizomes or plugs, or sodded.  Turfgrass sod has the advantage of providing instant ground cover and, following a short period for root establishment, is ready for use.  As a seeded or vegetatively propagated sod farm field develops into a finished product for transport and sale, the professional grower has influence on the quality of the trufgrass in ways that are often difficult for the home gardener and landscape horticulturist to achieve through direct on site seeding.  Thus, there is value-added to the turfgrass sod commodity as it develops from seed that costs the sower of seed at home, time and money to realize.  Consider the following value-added benefits from use of turfgrass sod.



Amount of Seed Planted vs. Plants Established

Turfgrass sod, as a well established stand of grass, is composed of about six healthy plants per square inch.  At standard rates of seeding, about twelve pure seeds are planted in order to eventually obtain the six.  We know that in any establishment process, soil and climatic variability result in seed that doesn't germinate or may grow and produce weak plants that are poor competitors.  Wouldn't you rather have a professional sod grower establish the 864,000 best plants for each 1,000 square feet of your lawn, than try to accomplish this yourself?



Seed and Sod Weights

Numbers of grass seed per pound are large - varying from 225,000 for turf type tall fescues to 280,000 for turf type perennial ryegrasses to 320,000 for fine fescues to 1,200,000 for Kentucky bluegrasses.  Seeding rates per 100 square feet vary from 8 pounds for turf type tall fescues to 3-4 pounds for lawn seed mixtures containing ryegrasses, fine fescues and bluegrasses.  Often, the uniform distribution of such a small amount of seed and the uniform incorporation of such large numbers of individual seeds into the soil is a challenge.  The professional sod grower accomplishes this with highly specialized equipment on large acreage.  Turfgrass stands must be 100% pure or that portion of the field is not marketable as a stated variety or as being of the highest quality.



Also, the weights of turfgrass sod vary across the country because of soil and rooting differences.  in general, sod for home lawns and other landscape use is cut this to minimize the transfer of soil from the sod farm to the new lawn.  Also, this cut sod roots faster.  Sports turf sod may be cut thick to hold the material in place when there is not enough time for adequate root development.  On average, sod will weigh about 4,500 pounds per 1,000 square feet.  This figure may actually be as little as 3,600 pounds or as much as 7,000 pounds.  Most of this weight is accounted for by living sod plants - often as much as 0.1 ounce per plant.  Starting from tiny seed, this is a striking example of value-added.



Seed and Sod Differences

Starting with 8 pounds of seed per 1,000 square feet and maturing to as much as 7,000 pounds of high quality turfgrass perhaps best illustrates the value added aspect of sod, but you may ask what are the  key differences between sod and seed?  Seed is dormant at planting time and requires proper  temperature and moisture to germinate.  In effect, seeds are potential plants.  Grass seed is clean and free of weed seed but, unfortunately, the soil isn't.  Thus, each establishing seed must compete with other grass seedlings nearby and about one germinating weed seed per square inch of seedbed throughout the establishment period.  Because of soil variability, moisture and oxygen in the root zone are not always most favorable for the grass you want and may provide an advantage for weed seedlings.  Constant fluctuations in temperature can have adverse influences on grass stands.  Damping off diseases, among others, can be very troublesome.



									

The six grass plants per square inch in a piece of turfgrass sod are not potential plants, but actual mature, growing plants.  They have already survived the establishment process, have been hardened off before harvesting and transport and are now ready to resume growth at a new site.  The have proven themselves capable in the sod nursery and are well prepared to make a beautiful lawn.



Soil Variability on Seedling Establishment

Often, poor seed quality is credited with lawn establishment failures.  More often than not, unfavorable soil conditions are, in fact, responsible.  Loam soils are best, but all too often, heavy silty clay soils or very sandy soils 
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are the rule.  At times, no real topsoil at all or very little, fail to give seedling much of a chance.  Now this type of soil variability affects sod establishment too; however, soil modification to improve unfavorable conditions is more 

likely prior to laying 7,000 pounds of sod per 1,000 square feet than it is for sowing 8 pounds of seed.  Also, root development under sod is more likely to stabilize mature plants when conditions are less than favorable.  Since root development is the key factor in continually adding needed organic matter to improve poor soils, this occurs more rapidly in soils that are sodded rather than seeded.  in fact, soil improvement is one of the most important benefits from having a quality lawn.



Weed Seed in the Soil

High quality turfgrass sod, like high quality lawn seed, is virtually weed free.  But, since sod covers the ground, weed seeds present in soil are smothered if they attempt to germinate underneath.  Seeded turf on the other hand, is likely to require selective herbicide use during the establishment period.  Sod does not.  Many weed seeds are present in all soils so there is often great difficulty in getting rid of them prior to seeding a new lawn.  Fall seeding gets grass seed in at a time when very few weed seeds are germinating.  Weed competition is not an important determinant in timing the laying of sod.



Climatic Variables on Seedling Establishment

In order to create the most favorable climatic conditions for seedling establishment, a clean straw mulch spread over the area is desirable.  This helps reduce extremes in temperature and excess loss of moisture in the upper soil level.  Such use of mulch is not required with sod because it covers the ground itself and functions as a living mulch.  We seldom give credit for this value-added characteristic.



Comparing Stolonization with Sodding

A recent study by a landscape architect in Arizona compared sodding with stolonizing bermudagrass on school play areas in the state.  Sod cost about three times more than stolons and had seed been used, it would have been close to 25 times less expensive than sod.  However, all other costs of establishment were much less with sod, so that no real difference in the final cost between sod and stolons was noted.  In addition, sod was well established in 4 weeks while the stolons took 12 to 16 weeks.  Seeded fields might not take quite that long, however times would in general be comparable.  As expected, water costs for established sod would be much less than for seed or stolons, especially in a dryland area like Arizona.



Conclusions

Because of the often overlooked value-added element in turfgrass sod, its use for lawns and other landscaped and recreation areas is highly recommended.  The relatively small difference in cost between sod and other methods of turf establishment is seldom worth the hassles of uncertainty during the seedling establishment period.  With turfgrass sod, you are in effect paying a professional grower to take care of most of these establishment risks for you and now you can expect delivery of top quality turf ready to meet your every expectation and need.  this is what "value-added" is all about.
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