
St. Augustine grass (Stenotaphrum secundatum) is a coarse-textured, spreading grass widespread 
throughout warmer regions of the Southern United States. Floratam is the most widely produced and 
used St. Augustine grass in Florida. A lawn with Floratam grass requires 6+ hours of sunlight per day. 
Under these conditions it will grow vigorously. However it is the least cold-tolerant of the warm-season 
turf grasses and does not persist well in environments that receive less than 6 hours of sunlight daily.
can become dormant in colder temperatures and suffer freeze damage when exposed to temps below 
32 degrees Fahrenheit for extended periods of time. It will turn brown with fall freezes and will be slow 
to green in the spring. It is 

Producing a yearly maintenance calendar for managing turf grass consistently year after year can be 
difficult in Florida. Therefore, it is essential to monitor temperatures and apply the management practices 
based on that year’s climate. Critical times to monitor the weather are during late winter or early spring 
when the turf is coming out of dormancy and early autumn when the first frost is forecasted.

Adjustments may need to be made based on region and year’s climate.

January − April

Mowing

Mow the lawn at 3 inches as needed on low-maintenance 
lawns or 2 to 2½ inches on higher-maintenance lawns. 
Mowing at a lower height will encourage shallow rooting, 
which is less tolerant to drought and nematode pressure. 
Remove no more than the height of the leaf blade with 
any mowing  Mowing with dull blades will shred leaf 
blades, extend the recovery period of the grass, and lower 
the aesthetic quality of the lawn. A sharp mower blade will 
cleanly cut the grass blades instead of tearing the leaves. 
Dull mower blades rip rather than cut the grass and make 
the grass more susceptible to diseases.

The date of initial turf green-up can vary. This generally 
will occur sometime during April, but further inland may be as late as mid-May. It is not unusual for St. 
Augustine grass to green up and be burnt back several times during the late winter or early spring due 
to late-season frosts. 

Thatch Removal

Thatch is the layer of undecomposed leaf blades, stolons, roots, and crowns intermingled with soil. If a 
thatch layer becomes a problem, use a de-thatcher or vertical mower to remove it. For St. Augustine grass, 
consider dethatching when the thatch layer is greater than ½ inch. For best results, use a de-thatcher 
with a 2- or 3-inch blade spacing set at a ¼-inch depth after the turf has entirely greened up. Do not use 
a power rake with a 1-inch blade spacing, as severe turf injury may result. 
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January − April

Aerification

Core aeration is the process of punching small holes into the turf and soil to alleviate compaction, allowing air 
to get to the root system. This will help to correct problems associated with poor infiltration and drainage. 
Lawn aerification may be combined with dethatching to alleviate soil compaction and thatch problems.

Pre-emergent herbicides create a barrier that keeps weed seeds from germinating. Disturbing the soil 
after an application will allow weeds to emerge through this barrier. However, if a pre-emergent herbicide 
was applied from late February to mid-March, postpone any cultivation practices that will disturb the soil 
until just before the next pre-emergent herbicide application date. 

Weed Control

To control crabgrass, goosegrass, sandspurs, and other summer annual weeds, apply a pre-emergent 
herbicide early in the year. Approximate application times are mid-February in the coastal areas. A second 
application is needed approximately 8 to 10 weeks after the initial application to give season-long control 
of annual warm-season weeds.

Apply a post-emergent herbicide as needed to control existing winter weeds. If a weed problem begins 
and the grass has already started to green with warmer temperatures, wait until the grass has fully 
greened up before applying a post-emergent herbicide. In general, do not apply post-emergent herbicides 
to the lawn once the turf begins to green. 

St. Augustine grass is sensitive to certain herbicides during spring green-up and hot summer temperatures.

Insect Control

Monitor for mole cricket and chinch bug activity as temperatures start to warm up in late spring. If either 
insect is observed, apply a lawn insecticide when damage becomes excessive. If the damage is minimal, 
monitor the activity and wait before applying an insecticide. This is not the best time to use an insecticide 
because of the cool soil temperatures and reduced insect activity. However, an early spring warm-up can 
lead to mole cricket and chinch bug activity. Heavy populations can be reduced with appropriately timed 
insecticide treatments during this period.

If grubs (the white larvae of beetles, such as Japanese beetles). If more than six grubs are found under 
the sod piece, apply a lawn insecticide labeled for grub control according to label directions.



Nematode Control

Population peaks of nematodes typically occur in late April to early May and again in late August to early 
September. Damage symptoms include thin stand density, less vigorous growth, a weakened root system, 
slow recovery following rain or irrigation, and particular weed invasion (e.g., prostrate spurge and Florida 
pusley). Encourage deep turfgrass rooting by raising the mowing height, irrigating less frequently but 
deeper, and providing ample soil potassium and phosphorus. Soil nematode levels can only be positively 
identified through laboratory procedures. Inquire with your local county Cooperative Extension Service 
office on proper sample submission to the University of Florida Nematode Assay Laboratory.

January − April

Fertilization

Fertilization of St. Augustine grass should be based on soil test results, which is an excellent time to test 
the soil. However, fertilizers containing nitrogen should not be applied during this period if new turf grass 
growth is encouraged by fertilization during the early spring.

Irrigation

Winter desiccation can be a problem during dry winters. Watering to prevent drought stress can help 
eliminate turf loss during the winter. During dormancy, water the lawn to avoid excessive dehydration.

Most areas do not receive enough rainfall during the winter to avoid winter desiccation of lawns. However, 
this is not always the case. Monitor the winter rainfall regularly, and apply water to the turf if no measurable 
rain occurs over a 3 to 4-week period. This is especially       
important if warm or hot; the added moisture in the soil 
will help keep the growing points of the turf warmer, 
preventing crown death.

To manage a lawn, it is essential to know the soil texture 

in the top foot of soil. Sandy soils do not hold moisture 
well since they drain freely and dry out quicker. Clay soils, 
however, will hold moisture for a longer time. Be sure 
not to let the lawn stay excessively wet if the lawn has 
clay soil. If the soil stays saturated all winter, this can cause 
many other problems. 

Florida PusleyProstrate Spurge



Mowing

The ideal mowing height for St. Augustine grass can range from 2½ to 4 inches depending on the specific 
site and management regime and is best determined by the growing conditions. Lawns in shady areas 
perform better when mowed at 3 to 4 inches high.

During periods of environmental stress due to high temperatures or a lack of rainfall, raise the mowing 
height ½ to 1 inch until the stress is eliminated. Always mow with a sharp blade using a mulching type 
mower, which leaves the clippings to decompose on the turf. The mower blade must be sharpened 
regularly – usually about once a month or at least before the growing season starts. 

Fertilization

Always fertilize and add lime or sulfur-based on 

a soil test. St. Augustine grass will grow best at a 
pH of 6 to 6.5. If a soil test indicates a higher soil 
pH, sulfur can be applied to lower it. Apply sulfur 
only when the air temperatures are below 75°F. In 3 
months, recheck the soil pH and see what change 
was made. It may take several years to make a 
significant pH change. 

Applying a soluble iron product, such as iron sulfate 

or a commercial chelated iron, in between fertilizer 
applications will enhance the green color without 
encouraging growth. St. Augustine grass should 
be fertilized three times during the summer, as 
recommended below. 

May − August

Fertilization Early summer | May

Apply ½ pound of nitrogen in early May after the lawn fully greens up. The rate will depend on soil type. A 
soil test will help determine if a fertilizer containing phosphorous is required. See the section on fertilizer 
calculations below to determine how much granular fertilizer should be applied.

Fertilizer Blackout June 1st through September 30th

Fertilize Ban in Florida, which prohibits using any Nitrogen products. The ban coincides with Florida’s 
wet season when rain is more likely to wash fertilizer into ditches and creeks leading to the lagoon and 
river, where algae gorges on it. The resulting blooms can kill seagrass and marine animals that depend 
on seagrass beds.

Fertilization Late summer | August

Fertilize with ½ pound of actual nitrogen, depending on soil type, before August 15th using a high potassium 
fertilizer. A soil test will need to determine the addition of phosphorous, the middle number in the fertilizer 
analysis. Potassium is needed late in the growing season as the grass goes into dormancy for added 
disease protection and winter hardiness.



Nutrient Deficiencies

A yellow appearance during the growing season may indicate an iron deficiency due to excessive 
phosphorus or a high soil pH. A long-term approach is needed to correct either cause, but an iron 
product can be added to enhance turf color quickly between spring and summer fertilizer applications.

NOTE: A yellow appearance may also develop during early spring. This could indicate an iron or 
manganese deficiency due to soil temperatures lagging behind air temperatures, high pH soils, or high 
phosphorous levels. However, as the soil temperatures climb, the yellowing should slowly go away. 
Fertilizing with a micronutrient fertilizer, such as manganese sulfate can alleviate manganese deficiencies. 
Spraying with a liquid iron product will help to enhance turf color. Lime or sulfur may also be added if a 
soil test indicates a need. Be aware that it could take several months for lime and sulfur applications to 
affect the soil pH.

May − August

Irrigation

Water the lawn to prevent drought stress. Monitor the 
lawn regularly to assess the need for irrigation. Apply ¾ 
to 1 inch of water the next morning when the entire lawn 
appears dry. Wait to irrigate again until the lawn shows 
moisture stress. There are several ways to determine 
when the lawn needs watering. One way is to observe the 
lawn daily. When the turf begins to dry, it will appear to 
have a bluish hue. Another method is to walk across the 
lawn late in the evening. If the grass blades in the path of 
footprints bounce back up, then there is plenty of moisture 
in the turf. If the grass in the footprints does not bounce 
back, irrigate the lawn the next morning.

The irrigation interval will vary from site to site depending 
on the environmental conditions at that site and soil type. 
The general rule for turf grass irrigation is to water “deeply 
and infrequently.” Localized dry spots or hot spots can be 
watered as needed by hand. The irrigation system should 
only be run when the entire lawn is dry.

iron deficienthealthy



May − August

Insect Control

Various insects and related pests may infest St. Augustine grass during the summer months. Mole crickets, 
chinch bugs, spittlebugs, grubs, ground pearls, and nematodes can cause considerable damage. Each 
pest problem has its management strategy and is usually handled with cultural and chemical controls. 
However, there can be exceptions. Mole crickets and grub eggs will usually hatch mid-summer. Insecticide 
applications targeted at the mole crickets in their smaller nymph stage are the most effective controls, 
even if damage has not yet occurred. If either of these insects was a problem early in the season, apply 
an insecticide in mid-July to control the younger immature insects.

Chinch bugs can be very destructive to St. Augustine grass. Monitor the turf regularly during the growing 
season, especially during hot, dry periods. Damage is often more severe in sunny areas near driveways, 
sidewalks, or roadways, where the turf grass is under more heat stress. A chinch bug is a small black 
insect with silver wings that sucks plant juices from the stem. An infestation may cause the turf to die, 
which will need to be replaced or allowed to grow back in.

Chinch bugs are relatively easy to control using general insecticides, but applications need to be made 
before the population rises to a level where damage occurs. An early-season insecticide application af-
ter the turf grass has greened up reduces late-season activity. 

Damage by Spittlebugs includes yellowing, purple streaking, browning, and turf death. Heavily infested 
turf feels “squishy” due to spittle masses in the thatch. Spittlebugs cannot survive drought conditions. 
Avoid over-irrigation of turf to minimize infestation.



May − August

Weed Control 

A selective, annual grass and broadleaf weed control pre-emergent herbicide labeled for use on St. 
Augustine grass and applied during late winter and spring will reduce many weeds the following summer. 
If a pre-emergent herbicide were not applied in the spring, the resulting weeds would need to be controlled 
using post-emergent herbicides.

Annual LespedezaSpurge
Summer weeds, such as spurge and annual lespedeza, can be managed using a post-emergent herbicide 
for broadleaf weeds. St. Augustine grass is sensitive, do not apply herbicides unless grass and weeds 
are actively growing and are not suffering from drought or heat stress; therefore, water the lawn 
thoroughly the day before application. Additionally, do not apply post-emergence herbicides when the 
turf is emerging from winter dormancy or when the summer temperatures are 90 °F or higher. Do not 
mow the lawn three days before or two days after application.

Renovation

Replant large bare areas with new sod. This will help prevent weeds from infiltrating your lawn.

Disease Control

The most common diseases that affect St. Augustine grass during the 
growing season are large patch (formerly known as brown patch) and gray 
leaf spot. Large patch is a fungal disease active during warm, humid 
spring and fall weather. Since it is fueled by moisture, it is important to 
maintain a rather dry condition in the lawn by employing proper watering 
practices and providing adequate soil drainage.

If the turf stays wet, circular yellow to brown areas may develop and 
slowly grow in size. Later, the center of the circle may start to re-green. 
The rounded areas may grow together in heavily infested turf and no 
longer appear circular. If the turf at the edge of the dying area shows a 
smoky brown, rotted appearance, it will be necessary to apply a fungicide 
treatment

Gray leaf spot may occur on St. Augustine grass during summer heat 
when the turf remains damp for extended periods, usually during rainy 
periods or on newly laid sod being kept wet. There will be small purplish 
spots on the leaves, and the grass will have a scorched appearance at an 
advanced stage. At this point, a fungicide application will be needed. 



Mowing 
Continue to mow St. Augustine grass at the normal mowing height until the weather starts to cool in the 
fall. Once nighttime temperatures fall below 70 °F, raise the mower cutting height ½ to 1 inch to allow 
more leaf surface. This will allow the turf to become acclimated by the time the first frost occurs.

Fertilization
Potassium, typically known as potash, may be applied to enhance winter hardiness if a recent soil test 
indicates low to medium potassium levels. Lime or sulfur may be used if recommended by a recent soil 
test. Do not apply nitrogen at this time. 

Irrigation
In the absence of rainfall, continue to water to prevent drought stress after the lawn has become dormant; 
water is needed to avoid excessive dehydration. 

Insect Control
Any insects missed during the nymphal stage in the summer will have grown to a size where turf grass 
damage is occurring. Apply an insecticide to reduce the population and reduce further turf damage. This 
is best done before the first frost.

Disease Control

For disease control, especially large patch, it is imperative to treat with fungicides during the fall months.
With warm temperatures through September and the possibility of excessive rainfall that may occur 
during that period, diseases can increase rapidly. However, with cooler nights and shorter days, control 
can be pretty tricky because of slow turf recovery during this time. Turf weakened by disease in fall will 
be slow to recover in the spring; therefore, fungicide applications are needed to control the disease 
before the grass goes dormant. In certain situations where a large patch has been prevalent yearly, a 
preventative fungicide application may be needed starting in early October to stay ahead of the disease. 

Weed Control
Many winter annual weeds can be managed by applying a pre-emergent herbicide in September with a 
second application 8 to 10 weeks later. Follow all label directions on the product for application rate and 
post-application watering.

Selective, post-emergent herbicides can be applied to control chickweed, henbit, and other cool-season 
broadleaf weeds. St. Augustine grass is sensitive to certain herbicides, Spray sufficiently to wet the foliage, 
but do not spray excessively. Repeat application in 10 to 14 days, if needed. 

September − December

ChickweedHenbit



Eliminate the Issues 

Traffic Control
Turf damaged by foot or vehicle traffic invites weeds. Turf growing in soil compacted 
by excessive traffic, especially when the soil is saturated with water, cannot develop a 
healthy root system as well as it can under non-compacted soil conditions. Goosegrass, 
annual bluegrass, dollarweed, and certain sedges grow well in compacted or 
continuously wet soil. The first step to managing weeds in such a situation is to alleviate 
soil compaction or the saturated condition.

Sanitation
It is extremely important to prevent the introduction of weeds into lawn areas. If one 
can prevent weed establishment, control practices are not necessary. Areas adjacent to 
turf areas that are hard to mow, such as fence rows or ditch banks, often support a 
weed population. These weeds normally produce seed that infests the nearby turf. 
These areas should also receive weed management attention.

Pest Control is Critical in Protecting Your Lawn  
Pest damage makes the turf more susceptible to weed infestations by creating spaces   
for weed establishment and reducing the turf ’s competitive ability. Specifically, 
tunneling from mole crickets disrupts the soil surface, enabling weed seeds to readily 
germinate. Other insects and diseases can cause areas of turf to become bare. 
These open areas are usually slow to recover and enable weeds to become established 
and grow quickly. High nematode populations also thin the turf and make it less able 
to recuperate from environmental stresses. Weeds that often become established in 
nematode-infested soil include spotted spurge and Florida pusley.
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In the quest to grow a healthy and beautiful lawn, preventative measures reap the most 
rewards. The hot and wet summers can take a toll on your lawn and leave it susceptible 
to disease, insects and weeds, but knowing the growth habit of a plant to develop an 
effective weed management program is essential. 


