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Is your grass ready for La Niña?
November 12, 2020
La Niña and El Niño are names used to describe a naturally occurring climate oscillation that has a big
impact North America’s weather and climate. The El Niño Southern Oscillation refers to changes in air
pressure across the equatorial region of the Pacific Ocean. These small difference in air pressure across
8,000 miles of open ocean might seem trivial, but they actually influence trade wind strength and the
surface water temperature of the ocean. Recent sea surface measurements show the presence of a La
Niña weather pattern (notice the below average ocean temperatures in the Pacific in Fig. 1).
Figure 1. Colder
than average sea
surface
temperatures over
the equator signal a
La Niña weather
pattern has setup
over the Pacific
Ocean.

The El Niño Southern Oscillation influence the typical
position of the jet stream. This river of fast-moving
air, roughly 30,000 feet above the ground, drives our
weather. During La Niña, a blocking area of high air
pressure usually sits southwest of Alaska. This
usually causes the jet stream to dive south
continental US before it turns back north over the
southeastern US. This setup during winter usually
results in drier than normal conditions across the
southwestern US and wetter than average
conditions over the transition zone, Great Lakes and
Northeastern US.
The NOAA Climate Prediction Center recently
released its winter outlook, and it mirrors the typical
La Niña pattern. Their plots suggest a warmer than
average temperatures and average to below average
precipitation for Nebraska. Remember, these are
climate predictions not weather predictions. A weather professor once described weather as the clothes
you have on while climate is all the clothes you have in your closet. There will likely be snowstorms, dry
periods and swings in temperature. That’s life on the Great Plains. These winter climate projections
suggest the average weather will be warmer and drier than average for the next three months.
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How does this relate to turfgrass management? Desiccation is one of the biggest threats to the Nebraska
turfgrass industry each winter. This La Niña climate setup increases the risk of winter desiccation for
sensitive grass species. The most sensitive species include creeping bentgrass, annual bluegrass, rough
bluegrass, and perennial ryegrass. These species are typically found on golf courses and sports fields. A
heavy coat of sand topdressing, use of winter covers and light irrigation in late winter can help these
species survive winter desiccation stress. The next two weeks look warm and dry. Its an ideal time to
apply a layer of protective sand topdressing.
Tall fescue, Kentucky bluegrass and buffalograss are NOT at risk of winter desiccation. Homeowners,
LCOs and commercial turfgrass managers with these species should not need to worry. Give these turf
areas a final mowing, winterize the mowers and irrigation systems, and relax until next season.
For more information about desiccation prevention, read these past articles:
Golfdom: Preventing winter desiccation on creeping bentgrass
Prepping for winter in early December
Winter desiccation update
Do I need to water right now?
Bill Kreuser, Assistant Professor, Extension Turfgrass Specialist, wkreuser2@unl.edu
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