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GRASS CLIPPINGS 37 
RENOVATION (Contd. ) 

 
In Grass Clippings 36 my friend Jack and I 
had discussed the importance of Annual 
Renovation.  Jack understood that 
renovation was actually a series of un-
related procedures which were aimed at 
preparing the green for the coming season. 
We had gone at length into the fact that, in 
compaction, the soil particles were 
compressed together into a solid mass 
thereby reducing the size of the pore 
spaces between the particles  
The only remedy for Jack would be to 
create new air passages by aerating the 
green at renovation. 
The next call from Jack was not long in 
coming – “What would be the next step in 
preparing the green for the coming 
season” 
Removal of the previous years growth 
My Reply – As a Green keeper (GKP) you 
have to ensure that you will start the new 
season with a green which is completely 
covered with a thin layer of healthy grass 
(or mat). 
Before embarking on this there are certain 
facts you must bear in mind – 
1 Grass leaves only survive for a 
short time and once they have “died” they 
turn brown Although they might still be 
attached to the stems they are of no use to 
the grass plant and only serve to clutter up 
the grassy mat on the green – slowing 
down the green. There is no place for 
dead leaves on a bowling green. Regular 
brushing should ensure that all dead 
leaves are removed as they occur. 
2 A gardener would prune his roses 
every year in the same way as a wine 
farmer would remove all of last year’s 
growth to ensure that the new growth gets 
the maximum amount of nourishment 
from the roots. 
On a bowling green you as GKP would, 
also, be required to, remove what is left of 
last year’s growth to ensure that in the new 
season you will have only fresh new 
shoots covering your green. 
We say all this on the assumption that the 
whole green is covered by a grass mat and 
that the roots are healthy and capable of 

initiating new growth after the “old” 
growth has been removed. 
If there are any areas where the growth is 
not so vigorous or there is no growth at all 
then the GKP is obliged to ensure that 
whatever caused this has been removed 
and that those weak and bare areas are 
recovering or have been re-planted. 
Weak or Bare areas 
The search for weak or bare areas is a 
continuous process. It is absolutely 
essential that you should regularly patrol 
the whole green to identify any problem 
areas before they develop still further. 
Having identified such an area you now 
have to determine what caused the 
problem. 
Obviously a fungal infection or an 
invasion by insects can attack a healthy 
grass plant and leave a patch which might 
be weak or even bare. Having identified 
such a patch and made a diagnosis you 
will treat it with the appropriate fungicide 
or insecticide and wait for it to recover. 
But! by far the commonest reason for a 
weak area is mismanagement by the GKP. 
The art of green keeping is to ensure that 
the rate of growth is equal to or greater 
than the rate at which the grass is being 
broken down by the machines used in 
preparing the green and the traffic on the 
green.  
Most GKP’s err on the positive side. By 
stimulating more growth than is actually 
necessary. They can then regulate the 
thinning out process and have some 
growth in reserve for any unknown 
eventualities. This makes it possible for 
them to maintain a healthy mat a strong 
root system and an acceptable bowling 
surface.   
If they have a special event where you 
would like to speed up the green you can 
do so for a short period knowing full well 
that when you revert to where you were 
before and allow more growth the root 
system will respond. 
Stimulating growth has its advantages but 
there could, also, be problems if the GKP 
is not bold enough to remove excessive 
growth regularly. Failure to do so would 
end up in a very thick mat with the 
possibility of “thatch”. 
The real problem lies with those GKP.s 
who are influenced by members 
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demanding a faster green. They flirt with 
disaster by mowing too short or thin out so 
vigorously that new growth is restricted 
because there are not sufficient leaves to 
produce enough “food” to sustain the 
growth required on a bowling green 
The net result is that growth over the green 
becomes sparse and, if the GKP persists 
with this programme, bare areas will 
develop. 
As a GKP you should know that any 
reduction of leaf area above the ground 
will lead to a retraction in the root system. 
Once this has happened it will take some 
time and a lot of “tender loving care 
“before the root system is regenerated to 
the extent that leaves and runners appear 
above the ground to re-cover a damaged 
area. 
A vigilant GKP should always be on the 
lookout for any weakness in the growth 
and should act immediately 
- all activity on that part should be 

stopped i.e. no mowing or play.  
- the affected part should be covered 

with a cloth like Cropgard and the area 
watered frequently with the occasional 
addition of a weak solution of Kelp or 
Seaweed emulsion. 

As it takes a long time for grass to re-
cover a weak or bare area the restoration 
of the mat would be the first priority. Only 
experience will tell him whether a weak 
area will recover on its own or whether 
more aggressive planting or sodding of the 
area is required.  
Grass is very resilient and what appears to 
be a completely bare area can often 
recover if left alone. Re-planting or even 
re-sodding an area is time consuming and 
the GKP should realise that once he has 
resorted to planting it will take 10 weeks 
before that part is playable. 
Green keepers should be wary of allowing 
a situation to develop where there are bare 
areas which have to be re-planted. The 
members will not be happy if a green has 
to be taken out of commission for some 
time because of the GKP’s lack of 
judgement previously. 
Dealing with a weak or bare area is not 
actually part of renovation – it is a 
continuous process which is part of a 
regular greens management programme. 
Unfortunately many GKP’s only look for 

such areas when they are planning 
renovation.  
At this stage, Jack, if you are coaxing a 
weak area back to health, I must warn you 
of the danger of over-stimulation because 
if you do so you might end up with less 
grass than you started with. 
Let me put it this way if you are driving a 
car and you press the accelerator the car 
will go faster but at the same time use 
more fuel. If the amount of fuel in your 
tank is limited you would be foolish to 
continue travelling faster. 
Likewise if you are nursing a weak area on 
the bowling green you would already only 
have a limited amount of “food” (carbo-
hydrate) in the root zone. If you now over-
stimulate leaf growth you might use up all 
the “food” before sustainable leaf growth 
can been initiated. 
Any stimulation of that area with too much 
nitrogen to promote quick growth can 
result in a depletion in the available carbo-
hydrate reserves and death of the plant.  
You would be much better served by 
applying a little Kelp (which contains 
Carbo-hydrate) or even a little molasses to 
provide readily available carbo-hydrate in 
the root zone without relying on the leaves 
to manufacture it. 
If there are no weak or bare areas requiring 
attention the GKP can now proceed with 
the removal of last year’s growth. 
Removal of the grassy mat on  the 
Green 
Ideally the GKP would like to remove the 
grassy mat without disturbing the roots. 
Unfortunately there are very few machines 
capable of doing just that. The majority of 
machines are more traumatic and in 
removing the mat they, also, disturb the 
shallow roots just below the surface. 
1 Shaver A small machine running 
on tracks with a sharp horizontal knife 
projecting from the side. The knife 
oscillates and removes about 8-10 mm of 
the upper surface of the green. All the 
growth above the ground is removed with 
a minimal amount of soil, also, being 
removed.  
This machine leaves a clean cut which 
heals quickly and, after topdressing, will 
allow new shoots to come through quickly.  
2 Brush   
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Ordinary Bristles On the Highveld where 
frost occurs regularly the grassy mat is 
already yellow and “dead”. A brush with 
fairly stiff bristles could probably remove 
the entire mat without damaging the root 
system and the green surface would be 
ready for top-dressing. This would not be 
possible in those areas where frost does 
not occur or when the GKP renovates later 
in the year when new growth has already 
been initiated. 
Steel Bristles A new development has 
been the substitution of steel bristle in 
place of the old ordinary bristles. This 
brush will remove more grass than before 
and even make it possible for the GKP to 
remove live grass without having such a 
traumatic affect on the roots, 
2 Scarifyer The scarifyer has a reel 
fitted with nails. The revolving cylinder 
allows the nails to bite into the turf and 
remove the old grass and some of the roots 
immediately below the surface. At the 
coast or in areas where there is no frost the 
mat remains green through the winter and 
simply using a brush would not remove 
the entire grassy mat.  
The procedure here would be to use the 
scarifyer and then mow with an old mower 
which is set down to about 1.00 mm. This 
process is repeated on the following day 
and mowed again. It could easily take 
about 4-5 scarifyings before all the old 
grass has been removed and you are left 
with a green surface where there is no 
grass and the upper roots have been 
severely mauled. 
Note Most GKP’s remove the mat before 
they aerate the green others aerate first. On 
the whole it is probably more efficient to 
remove what remains of last year’s growth 
while the green is dry and then to wet it 
thoroughly before aerating. 
It was not long before Jack came with his 
last question “What do I do now? “ 
My Reply – This is the final phase where 
you apply a layer of soil to fill any hollows 
which might have developed over the 
previous year and to even out the scratches 
and other damage as a result of your 
efforts to remove the grassy mat. 
Top – Dressing 
The last phase in the renovation 
programme is to topdress the green with a 
thin layer of suitable soil. 

Whenever a layer of soil is applied to 
grass the grass will respond by sending out 
leaves through the soil to search for light 
and air (Carbon Dioxide). Even if all the 
grass has been removed and there are only 
roots these roots will send out stems and 
leaves through the layer of soil – the layer 
of soil acts as a stimulant to growth. 
Top- dressing is the term used when the 
GKP applies a layer of soil to the green’s 
surface. The thickness of the layer of soil 
depends on the objective but normally on a 
bowling green it is a thin layer applied to 
smooth out the surface, fill coring holes 
made for aeration and to cover exposed 
roots resulting from the processes already 
described. 
The material used in top-dressing must, as 
far as possible, be of the same texture as 
the existing soil on the green and, unless 
there is a specific reason it should be the 
same year on year. If soil of the same 
texture is not available then the GKP 
should look for soil of a coarser texture 
rather than” go finer”. 
In the major cities  suitable soil can 
normally be obtained from contractors, 
and, if the soil is relatively inert then about 
5 – 10 % compost should be added to 
increase the Cation Exchange Capacity of 
the top-dressing i.e. increase the capacity 
of the soil to retain and absorb mineral 
elements.. 
Note If the objective of top-dressing is to 
change the characteristics of the 
underlying soil then a heavy top-dressing 
programme following frequent larger core 
removals is required. Soil substitution is a 
lengthy process spread over a few years. 
The GKP should, also, bear in mind that 
every time he top-dresses the green the 
level of the green in relation to the ditch-
boards and the top of the bank will rise. 
While ditch boards can be raised the top of 
the banks normally remains static. In terms 
of the Laws of the Game the top of the 
banks must be not less than 230mm above 
the level of the green. 
The Process   The process starts with the 
preparation of the surface- 
1 Mow the whole green as short as 
possible with an old mower (if available). 
If the green had been scarified first and 
then aerated there might, already, be some 
grass shoots coming through – these must 
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be mown before top- dressing. The longer 
the grass on the green the more top-
dressing material will be used. 
2 Fertilise - Phosphorous can only 
be applied to bare ground therefore this is 
the suitable time to do so. An application 
of 3-1-5 or 3-2-4- would be appropriate. 
3 Irrigate the green  
4 Having obtained the required 
amount of suitable soil for top-dressing it 
must now be delivered on to the green 
 There are various options –  
a) Using a soil spreader – this is a 
large bin on wheels with sloping sides 
down to an oscillating hopper which 
spreads the soil evenly on the green. The 
wheels are large enough not to make any 
indentations on the surface of the green. 
Not many of these around anymore. 
b) Using wheel barrows   Wheel 
marks should be avoided and the 
wheelbarrows must be carried from the 
edge of the green to the spot where the soil 
is being spread. Try to avoid throwing it 
all in one heap. 
5 Spreading the Soil 
Using spades and later wooden or 
Aluminium screeds the soil is spread 
evenly on the green . Some GKP’s use a 
steel mesh afterwards to get an even 
spread while other clubs use a –  
a) A metal screed rail to do the final 
spread – (See page 449 in the book 
“Greens Management” 
b) A large wooden screed - (See page 
451 in the book “Greens Management”) 
6 Levelling a green.    At some clubs 
the GKP would level the green are the 
same time as part of the renovation. This 
involves using rails which are extended in 
parallel lines across the green – The rails 
are levelled with spacers used underneath. 
The soil is deposited between the rails and 
by using a heavy screed riding on the rails 
any small variations in the level of the 
green are resolved. 

Note When applying a fairly thick layer of 
soil the GKP must take note of how much 
soil he can afford to put on the green and 
still expect the grass to burrow through. 
Grasses like Bayview and Paspallum could 
easily come through a 20 mm layer of top-
dressing while with Silverton Blue he 
cannot afford to put on more than 4 mm. 
The small flat leaves would not be able to 
penetrate 4.00mm vertically. 
Once the whole green has been top-
dressed you now enter the “Passive Phase” 
where you sit back and wait to see the 
grass come through. 
Passive Phase In this phase there is no 
mechanical or human activity on the 
green. The grass must be given the 
opportunity to come through and bind the 
loose soil. In those areas where the wind 
might be a problem some clubs cover the 
green with a cloth like Cropguard to 
prevent the wind from blowing the top-
dressing away. Usually when the top-
dressing is thin this would not be 
necessary.  
The GKP should wait as long as possible 
before irrigating again especially if he has 
to drag a hose on to the green. 
Mowing should only be undertaken when 
the grass has come through all over the 
green and is at least 15mm long.. The 
initial cutting height should be about 8-9 
mm with gradual reductions as the mat is 
formed. The members will look forward to 
“opening day” 
Well Jack. This is the story of renovation 
and is the last of the “Back to Basics” 
articles - Good Luck.  
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RENOVATION (Contd.) 
SUMMARY 

In this issue of Gras Clippings the reader is taken further into the education of Jack 
the new Green keeper. Having discussed the first part of renovation in Grass 
Clippings 36 Jack is now taken through the intricacies of the removal of last year’s 
mat and top-dressing. 
In the same way as a fruit farmer would remove all of last year’s growth to get the 
maximum response for his new crop of fruit the GKP is obliged to ensure that all of 
last year’s growth or mat on the green is removed so that he can start the year with a 
grassy mat which only consists of new live stems and leaves covering the whole 
surface of the green. 
The importance of ensuring that all weak or bare areas are attended to timeously is 
stressed. 
The danger of over-stimulation of grass over a weak area is also stressed. 
The last active operation is top-dressing and while the standard method would be to 
cover the green with a thin layer of suitable soil the possibility of levelling the green 
at the same time is also described. 
The last phase the “passive phase” is important in that the GKP should avoid allowing 
play on the green before it is actually ready. 
 


