
maintenance
guide

natural turf 

pitch

FOR RUGBY UNION IN ENGLANDRugby Football Union. The England Rose is an official registered trademark of the Rugby Football Union.



2 3

Pitch Maintenance Guide Pitch Maintenance Guide

EQUIPMENT
It is extremely important to make sure you will have access to the appropriate equipment throughout 
the season. 

Investing in good quality, up-to-date equipment will greatly increase the efficiency of your programme 
and make maintenance work less time consuming and expensive in the long run. It is good practice for 
a club to set aside an annual budget for new equipment, annual servicing and replacement of worn out 
implements.  Machinery can also be hired out from reputable dealers as and when needed.

KEITH KENT’S RECOMMENDED EQUIPMENT 

•	  A compact Tractor: at least 18.9 KW or 25hp such as the ISEKI TM 3265
•	  An aerator: tractor mounted such as the SISIS Multi-tiner
•	  A chain harrow/SISIS Quadraplay: to break up clumps, level and stripe the surface.
•	  A mower: various models fulfill different requirements but cylinder mowers produce a better   

 quality finish
•	  Hand tools: spade, fork, half moon brush, drag brush, edging shears, wheelbarrow and    

 measuring equipment
•	  A sprayer: for application of liquid fertiliser and pesticides
•	  A line marking machine 
 

RFU PITCH IMPROVEMENT PARTNERSHIPS
In order to support rugby club pitch maintenance programmes the RFU has created 15 Pitch 
Improvement Partnerships at locations throughout the country.  These partnerships provide high 
quality deep aeration solutions for rugby clubs on a reduced cost basis. To find out if there is an RFU 
Pitch Improvement Partnership in your area visit www.rfu.com/pitches or contact your RFU Area
Facilities Manager.

USE OF COMMERCIAL CONTRACTORS
Commercial pitch maintenance contractors can provide a quality service to support your own club 
maintenance programme. They are particularly useful to support your end of season renovation and to 
provide deep aeration solutions 3 or 4 times per season. Make sure you use a reputable contractor and 
don’t be afraid to ask for references from other local rugby/sports clubs.

KEITH KENT’S GUIDE TO BETTER RUGBY PITCH MAINTENACE
INTRODUCTION
This Guidance Note has been created by the RFU Head Groundsman Keith Kent and concentrates 
upon the maintenance and upkeep of natural turf rugby pitches.  Regardless of the quality of a pitch 
construction or the level of drainage installed, the delivery of an appropriate maintenance programme 
is crucial in achieving high quality rugby pitches on a consistent basis.

BEFORE YOU START
Before planning your annual maintenance programme it is important to spend some time investigating 
and establishing the following;

•	  Your local ground conditions
•	  The type of drainage that has been installed on the pitches
•	  When this drainage was installed
•	  If there is an irrigation system to provide water for the pitches
•	  What weekly activity is planned for each pitch (eg matches, training, mini rugby)
•	  Your local climate (eg average rainfall, drought risk etc)
•	  What grounds staff/volunteers will be involved in delivering the maintenance programme
•	  What annual budget for pitch maintenance has been agreed by the club committee.
•	  What equipment is available…..

•	  At the rugby club
•	  Through an RFU Pitch Improvement Partnership
•	  Through a local maintenance contractor
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November
The weather may now be breaking to give a lot more rain so keep a close eye on the weather 
forecast. Now is the time to give the pitches a good spiking with your own aerator such as the 
Multitiner, ideally on a dry day. The last cut of the year may well be this month but if it were 
to stay mild you may still get a little growth. One or two frosts at night will however stop most 
growth.

December
The next three months are the worst months of the year for a groundsman. Try to keep machinery 
off the pitches as much as possible. If you can, chain harrow or Quadraplay the pitches in two 
directions - the earlier in the week the better. That way, you have replaced the divots, put a 
pattern on the pitch and will have no need to go back onto the pitch during the week apart from 
to mark it out.  If there is a cold snap I advise that you roll the pitch as this will help save matches 
by flattening the surface. However; do not use anything heavier than your mowers to avoid 
compaction. A well-grassed pitch will cope with frost better than a bare one.  It may be useful to 
work with the club committee to make a policy decision on whether or not you will play on the 
pitches if they are frost bound.

If you need to play a game and the forecast is for frost use a roller after you have chain harrowed 
the pitch or use a Quadraplay. Have a little stock pile of sand which you can use to top dress any 
areas that may be rutted after scrums and the like. Two men and a wheel barrow can move and 
spread a fair amount of sand. If you work as a team you can be chain harrowing and spreading 
sand at the same time. If however you decide that it is too hard to play, keep off the pitch and let 
the referee see that it is rutted and unplayable.

January
January is very often the coldest month. Go on the pitches only when necessary. Keep players 
off in either very wet or very cold conditions. Use the chain harrow or Quadraplay only when 
you have to and it is fit to do so. Hand fork any standing water away before it freezes. If the 
weather allows get another spiking done. If you can deep aerate using a contractor or RFU Pitch 
Improvement Partnership during this month the pitch will play and recover that much more 
quickly when we start to go into spring.
Be aware however; spiking when the conditions are too wet can do more harm than good.

KEITH KENT’S ANNUAL MAINTENANCE PROGRAMME

THIS IS A MONTH BY MONTH GUIDE CREATED BY KEITH,
SPECIFICALLY FOR RUGBY CLUB GROUNDSMEN.

September
The start of the season….Keep on top of the mowing as there will still hopefully be a good amount of 
growth. If at all possible chain-harrow or Quadraplay the pitch after each weekend as this will stand the 
grass up and replace a few of the divots from the games. It is also a great way to put a good pattern on 
the pitch as well.  Do not roll with anything heavier than the mowers you mow the pitch with.

October
The mowing will still need to be done so make sure that the grass is being cut properly. If you are using 
a contractor to carry this out speak to them. Make sure that the blades are on cut and that it is not too 
wet on the leaf to mow. At this time of year do not cut the grass below 50 mm in height and do not 
leave it any longer than 75mm in height. It is always good to chain harrow or Quadraplay when there is 
morning dew on the grass as this knocks off the wet and leaves you with a brilliant pattern.

Look to apply your autumn and winter feed towards the end of the month, using the weather forecast as 
a guide. Use a 4-10-10 autumn and winter feed at 30g/m2.  Have a couple of hand forks available to hand 
fork away any surface water on bad match days. The referee will be grateful of his touch-judge’s runs 
being hand forked on a wet match day. 
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February
Wet and cold again!
Do try to keep fixtures played by chain harrowing and rolling or using the Quadraplay. Make sure that 
you do spike this month if you did not manage to do so last month. If you have had to roll the pitch over 
the last few weeks the surface will have become compacted so it could ideally do with a full aeration by a 
contractor or RFU Pitch Improvement Partnership. This makes a huge difference at this time of the year.

March
Put on a feed if the weather allows, a 6-0-12 would be my recommendation. This will give the top growth 
a boost and will also stimulate the roots. The grass will be beginning to grow so it may be time to give it 
a cut later on in the month. Begin to plan and organise what remedial works you think you are going to 
be doing at the end of next month. You can order seed, feed, top dressing and also speak to a contractor 
or RFU Pitch Improvement Partnership as to their availability the day after your last event of the season.

April
If at all possible try and get your cutters down to around 40mm during April. This is so that at the end 
of the month when you begin work you can work the seed into the soil much more easily. Get the last 
match date in your mind and get everything prepared so that the remedial works can commence as 
soon as possible after the final whistle of the final game.  Have your contractor in the very next day as 
the sand that you have already ordered is being delivered that morning. Ensure that the seed and feed 
are on site before you stop playing. You need to take advantage of any spring showers that are around 
for the next month.

April/May Remedial Works
Using a tractor with grassland tyres, spread the top dressing of sand onto the pitches. Make sure that it 
is spread evenly and that any low or bad areas get a bit more sand. Deep spike the whole of every pitch; 
250mm spikes in at 100mm centres. Brush and chain harrow/Quadraplay the sand into all the holes and 
low spots. When the top dressing has been dragged and brushed to a level you are satisfied with then 
begin to seed. A disc seeder would be best as it cuts, lifts and drops the seed into the ground and rolls 
it flat again in one pass.  This will ensure that the seed is in the ground at the right depth and covered 
ready to grow. Once this has been achieved apply a good feed of 8-12-8. Spread this evenly across the 
pitch and then roll to make sure that the seed is in contact with the soil. At this point either irrigate if 
possible or wait for it to rain. Growth should be visible in about 10-12 days.

PITCH

NATURAL

MAINTENANCE
GUIDE

TURF
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May
Try and keep the surface moist to allow the best growing conditions but try and keep off the pitches 
for at least a fortnight. If you are able to, try and cut the grass at about 50mm with a rotary mower 
if possible, just taking the top off really. Continue to cut once a week after that, always in a different 
direction to encourage the seedling to tiller which will help it to form a plant much faster. You can let 
the clippings fly during this period of work.

June
Continue to keep on top of the mowing, but let the grass begin to grow out to 75mm towards the end of 
the month. If we do have a dry spell, try and keep the areas as moist as possible. It will be hard to do if it 
is a long dry spell but the more grass we can keep now will stand us in good stead later on in the season.

July
A summer feed would be of benefit and I would recommend a 12-4-4 fertilizer. This has a trace of iron in 
it and will help toughen up the grass as well as adding colour.  Mowing and watering will be the main 
task during July. Get a strimmer and do as much mowing of the outside of the pitches as possible. 
Make the place as tidy as you can. If it is dry it will not grow back as fast and the whole ground will look 
attractive to any Summer visitors.

August
Begin to get ready for the season ahead. Check all goalposts and sockets for safety. It may be 12 months 
since anyone looked at these posts. There is enough danger of being hurt playing the game without 
adding to any danger by negligence! Mark the pitch lines out using a safe paint such as ‘Preline’ paint. 
This product has a growth retardant in it that will help you to maintain your lines safely. There are a 
number of injuries every year caused by people using weed killers or creosote mixed with marking 
paint, so please adhere to Health and Safety guidance when marking. Keep the mowing going and 
irrigate when needed if you are able to. Try to keep the players off when they return for pre-season 
training; do not let the coaches ruin a season’s work and try and get the club committee’s support on 
this matter,

If the training areas start to wear out give them extra sand and perhaps a watering and a feed. They are 
intensely used at this time of year but need to be looked after. The longer they train off the pitch the 
better.
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SUMMARY
Take pride in the pitches at your club.  Stand at the clubhouse and see just how good the patterns 
on your pitches are.  Make sure that you stripe it up whenever possible and paint your white lines as 
straight as possible. Everyone who comes into the ground will see what you see, so try and look at it 
with a newcomer’s eye.

The biggest and most important job is to aerate your pitches as often as you can. If you don’t have 
a spiker already, work with your club committee to secure some funding to purchase one such as the 
SISIS Multitiner. Try and build up a relationship with an RFU Pitch Improvement Partnership or a 
private contractor that is able to provide a deep aeration solution at a competitive price.  

Visit the RFU website to find out more details on specific machinery that I recommend and how you 
can work with the RFU to secure a discounted rate direct from the manufacturer.

I hope you find this guidance useful as we continue to work together to deliver quality rugby pitches 
that we can all be proud of.

Good Luck

Rugby Football Foundation
Rugby House
200 Whitton Road
Twickenham
Middlesex
TW2 7BA
0208 831 7985
foundation@therfu.com

Sport England
3rd Floor Victoria House 
Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1B 4SE
08458 508508
Fax: 020 7383 5740
Email: info@sportengland.org
www.sportengland.org

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION VISIT
www.rfu.com/facilities
www.pitchcare.com
www.iog.org
www.sportengland.org/facilities

FIND KEITH ON TWITTER 
@RFUgroundsman

CONTACTS
Rugby Football Union
Rugby House
200 Whitton Road
Twickenham
Middlesex
TW2 7BA
0208 831 7985
www.rfu.com


