This article first appeared in ON COURSE, the magazine of
The Midwest Association of Golf Course Superintendents.
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BARLEY STRAW PRODUCTS: ALL-NATURAL
SOLUTIONS TO POND PROBLEMS

PONDS ARE GROWING - SO ARE POND PROBLEMS

Recent years have seen a surge in the growth of ponds: backyard ponds for landscaping
and raising koi, retention ponds mandated by local authorities in housing developments
and golf course ponds on recently-built and existing courses. This growth is fueled by
two trends. The first is the consumer trend towards home enhancement and
entertainment (named most colorfully as ‘Cocooning’ by Faith Popcorn) as consumers
seek to make their homes islands of tranquility in an ever-busier world. The second is
the trend towards larger and newer homes, driving housing developments out onto the
prairies and farmland and creating the need for flood control. Many of these new
developments are built around golf courses. At the same time, increased use of
phosphorus-based fertilizers on lawns and gardens and historically higher temperatures
and periods of sunlight have created conditions for higher growth of naturally-occurring
pond organisms, such as algae. The result has been a significant increase in the number of
ponds with problems ranging from unsightly algal blooms to extensive silt build-up and
oxygen deprivation in the water (known as eutrophication), resulting in the death of
plants, fish and marine life.

Various chemical pesticides and natural bacteria and enzyme products have been
introduced to control these algal blooms, including copper in both sulfate and chelated
forms. Both types of products, however, actually increase the problem. The chemical and
copper pesticides kill the algae, which fall to the bottom of the pond and release
nutrients over time as they decompose, creating a richer environment for the next
round of algal bloom. The bacterial/enzyme products eat the nutrients, starving the algae.
But when the bacteria die, they, too, release nutrients and enhance the next algal bloom.
Both types of treatments lead to increasing boom-and-bust cycles of algal growth and
ultimately to eutrophication. In addition, pesticides and copper products may kill or
damage plants, fish and marine life and create toxic build-up. The result is an increase in
the number of unstable pond environments and frustrated homeowners and association
and golf course managers.
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