Getting a Handle on Nature’s Clock

Growing degree days — the secret behind nature’s calendar.

stute farmers have long used
plants as natural indicators for
seasonal biological events. The
connection between the occurrence
of plant growth stages with events
that impacted crops and livestock was
observed long, long ago. Phenology is
the study of the link between historical
climate and biological events, and
there are many examples of such links
that have been recorded over time.
Temperature is one of the primary regu-
lators of plant growth so, in essence,
plant growth provides an indirect
measure of accumulated heat.

Turf and landscape managers also
use specific plants as indicators. One
classic plant indicator relied heavily
upon by turf managers in the U.S. is
forsythia (Forsythia sp), and its bloom
is used to schedule the application of
preemergence herbicides for crab-
grass prevention each spring. In the
Northeast, forsythia is especially help-
ful because the late blooming stage of
this flowering species correlates well
with the presence of sexually mature
annual bluegrass weevil adults. As
such, many turf managers rely on for-
sythia bloom along with field sampling
data to initiate control programs
against this major insect pest of annual
bluegrass. It goes without saying that
plant indicators are most helpful when
the particular plant grows on or close
to your site.

While plant indicators are valuable
to turf managers, heat accumulation
can also be measured directly and is
expressed as growing degree days
(GDD). Growing degree days are a
way to track heat units that accumulate
throughout the year and are necessary
for the growth and development of
plants and insects.

How are GDD calculated? The
formula for calculating GDD is quite
simple. Begin by calculating the aver-
age daily temperature (an easy way
to do this is to average the high and
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The late bloom, or half greenl/half gold stage, of common forsythia shrubs is used
as a field indicator for peak populations of sexually mature annual bluegrass
weevil. Turf managers use forsythia, as well as other plant indicators and growing
degree day (GDD) heat accumulation measurements, to better manage pests and
predict plant activity on golf courses.
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On-site weather stations make it possible to collect and calculate growing degree
day (GDD) data directly from the golf course. This information is useful for
monitoring insect and plant activity and serves as a natural guide in administering
many pest management programs.
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low temperatures for that day). Next,
subtract a base temperature; the base
temperature is normally 22°F, 32°F, or
50°F, but it varies based on the model.
The end result is the number of GDD
units for that day.

Base temperatures used in calculating
GDD can vary depending on the
organism of interest or what is being
monitored. Scientists developing GDD
models for the life cycle events of
insects, plants, and other organisms
determine base temperatures that are
most appropriate for the heat accumu-
lation data. The base temperature
most often used in GDD calculations is
50°F, or the temperature when active
growth begins for most organisms.

As an example, when calculating
GDD, if the high for the day was 76°F
and the low was 54°F, then the aver-
age was 65°F. If using a base tempera-
ture of 50°F (expressed as GDD50),
the calculation would be as follows:
65°F - 50°F = 15 GDDA5O0. If on a cool
day the average daily temperature falls
below the base temperature, then it is
treated as zero, or no heat accumu-
lation for that day. A running total of the
daily heat accumulation is maintained,
and that information is used for pre-
dictive field models that are provided
to the public.

Growing degree days can be calcu-
lated using temperature data collected
from nearby weather stations, but the
most useful information comes from an
on-site weather station. Companies
producing weather stations and data
loggers also provide accompanying
software to easily calculate GDD.
Regional GDD accumulations are also
available on a number of websites or
with web applications for smart phones.
Keep in mind that GDD data may not
be uniform across a golf course due to
variations in sun exposure, air move-
ment, and microclimate. As such, turf
managers must take site variations into
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