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A number of biostimulant products have been introduced in the past decade, some with claims which can seem beyond the realm of credence. Yet increasing numbers of turf managers have come to rely on these products as a standard component of their turf program.

Just what are biostimulants? And what can the sports turf manager expect from biostimulant product applications on his playing fields?

The term biostimulant has been used to describe various substances involved in turf and horticultural production. However, the definition for the term which has become generally agreed upon defines biostimulant as any material that is neither a fertilizer nor pesticide, but which when applied to a plant will enhance the health and growth of the plant.

A biostimulant may increase metabolism, increase chlorophyll efficiency and production, increase antioxidant production, enhance nutrient availability, speed up germination and cell development, or increase the water holding capacity of plant cells, or even the soil.

Biostimulant materials a include natural plant hormones, including cytokinins, auxins and gibberellins, as well as humic and fulvic acids, microorganisms, proteins, amino acids and vitamins.

Most currently marketed biostimulant products contain plant hormones extracted from kelp, as well as humic acids and sometimes fulvic acids. Many manufacturers also add amino acids and even vitamins.

Cytokinins extracted from kelp or kelp containing cytokinins are a popular biostimulant component. Cytokinins are produced in the roots of all plants and enable plant cell differentiation and division. Cytokinins are involved in delaying senescence and repressing apical dominance. Auxins provide similar benefits.

Cold water kelp produces an abundance of cytokinins, making it the source of choice for this important biostimulant component. Adding a product containing concentrations of cytokinins to a turf management program can enhance seed germination and seedling establishment, as well as promoting an increase in root mass when applied to established plants.

Humic acids affect the soil in a number of ways. Humic acid is characterized by a very large molecule containing a highly active charge. This charge can bond nutrient ions, preventing leaching of soil nutrients. They also increase the nutrient and water holding capacity of soils, as well as increasing the availability of micro-nutrient, phosphate and potash, providing a more effective growing environment for turf grasses.

Fulvic acids are not always included biostimulant products. Derived from humic substances, fulvic acids have been shown to be powerful chelators of organic electrolytes, transforming minerals and making them readily available for plant absorption. Fulvic acids have more internal activity in plants than humic acids. They enhance nutrient, vitamin, coenzyme, auxin, hormone and natural antibiotic availability. Fulvic acids also increase enzymes and metabolic activity, contributing significantly to healthy plant growth.

So when and where can the sports turf manager use biostimulants to his best advantage?

Biostimulants should be considered as secondary products in a good turf management program. Proper fertility is primary, starting with soil testing and following through to assure that nutrient requirements are met. When nutrient levels are adequate, applications of biostimulants can further enhance health and vigor.

When plants are not stressed, natural hormones are produced in sufficient amounts to sustain healthy growth. However, plants are frequently under stress due to heat, drought, weak soils, disease, low mowing, excessive traffic and other less-than-optimum conditions. Under such conditions the external application of biostimulant materials can enable the plant to resist or to recuperate from excessive stress.

Turf managers need to determine their objectives in order to determine what biostimulant components are required and when they can best be utilized in the management program.

The timing of the biostimulant application affects the results achieved. The natural growth cycle of the turf is an important consideration. Applying a biostimulant to improve the natural growth of the turf usually requires different timing than an application to solve a problem.

Applications intended to solve problems, must take into consideration the cause of the problem. If the problem is a natural stress which can be anticipated, such as summer drought or excessive heat and humidity optimum results are obtained with applications made prior to the occurrence of the stress. Turf growing in shade, for instance, can be assisted by a biostimulant application to enhance chlorophyll production under low light conditions.

Specific cultural practices can also be augmented with biostimulant applications. Aeration, for instance, can be enhanced as can seeding, sodding and sprigging.

The use of biostimulants when seeding can provide a variety of benefits. Germination times can be reduced. Natural plant hormones also affect speed of establishment and coverage. Biostimulant applications have been shown to increase root mass for quicker sod knitdown and sprig development.

Root mass correlates with the turfs ability to resist and recover from environmental stresses. Core samples can provide the turf manager with assurance that his turf is ready to withstand the many pressures to which it is subjected during the growing season. Where good agronomic basics are in place, biostimulants can take your turf to new levels of beauty and durability.
