TRANSITION (RYE TO BERMUDA TURF)

MountainView and the Preserve Golf Courses are now undergoing “transition”, whereby the cool season rye grass is being replaced by the warm season bermuda.  The golf course fairways do not look as lush green as it did a couple weeks ago and the fairways are firmer; although the roughs are turning from “blonde” to light green.  Since the annual rye grass and the dormant bermuda vie for the same space and nutrients, decisions have to be made as to when to kill off the rye to try to maintain a strong bermuda base turf.  
This year at The Preserve we overseeded at a lower rate to gain a softer transition.  At MountainView, we selected certain holes to not overseed to allow for a full growth cycle for the sodded bermuda areas to become better established.  In preparation for transition, the fairways will be mowed shorter to allow more sunlight to reach the dormant bermuda.  To maintain a strong base turf, the bermuda needs about 100 days of growing season (3-4 months) with soil temperatures above 60 degrees, according to USGA research.
There are several methods of transition.  Among them are proactive, forced, and natural.  The proactive method utilizes chemicals to hasten the demise of the rye.  The advantage of the proactive is that we can pick the time of application in order to maximize the growing season for the bermuda base.  The disadvantage is that not all chemicals react in the same way all the time, as we at MountainView have had the misfortune to witness.  In conversations with other course superintendents, Phil has been discouraged to use the chemical method because of its unpredictability.  
The forced method of transition requires the cutting off of water in late April or early May.  This forces the rye to die.  The advantage of this is that transition can be somewhat more controlled, depending upon mother nature (rain), to again maximize the base growing season.  The disadvantage is appearance since the fairways will turn brown before the Bermuda reaches its full green color.  The bermuda is hardy and will tolerate the lack of water.  Once water is applied, the bermuda will bounce back as strong as ever.
The natural method of transition is very dependent upon mother nature (temperature and moisture).  The advantage is green playing conditions for an extended period of time in the spring.  The big disadvantage is that when the hot weather arrives, the rye will quickly wilt and disappear almost overnight and the base turf will not have had a chance to grow resulting in bare spots.  If we have a prolonged cool spring, the base turf will be weakened due to the shorter growing season.
Therefore, in order to maximize the bermuda base growing season, we use some of all three methods depending upon what mother nature provides.  The rye grass canopy has been mowed to allow more sunlight to reach the bermuda, water is closely monitored and applied to control when the rye will disappear, and spot use of chemicals will be used in the roughs to eliminate the rye clumps.  And hoping for cooperation from Mother Nature also helps.
