GUIDE

To Fertilizing Your Lawn and Garden

Wedl want ahomelandscapethat isattractive—but
did you know that some of our common landscape
management practi ces can cause pollution? Theimproper
useof lawnfertilizershasthe potentia to harm our water
supplies.

Haveyou ever noticed apond that was overgrown
with weedsor agae? Chancesare, it received an excess
of nutrients— perhapsfrom urban runoff from lawnsor
gardens. Drinking suppliesbecome contaminated the
sameway when nitrogeninfertilizer becomesnitrate. In
extreme casesit can even cause health problems.

Your yard can have apositive effect onwater quality
by dowing down andfiltering runoff water, or it can
contributeto water quality problems. It

seeminggnificant. On hundredsor
eventhousandsof lawnsit can add
up to polluted streams, lakes, and
even groundwater.

What Can You Do to
Protect Water Quality?

* Fertilizeyour lawn and garden properly.
» Water wisdly.
* Uselow maintenance landscaping.

» Maintainahealthy lawn.
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Fertilizing Your Lawn for Healthy
Plants and Clean Water

Aneffectivelawnfertilization program actualy starts
inearly fall, not in the spring. Spring applicationsaone
may promote excessivetop growth, leaving shalow root
systemsthat poorly sustain lawnsduring hot dry spellsor
harshwinters. Fall fertilizer gpplicationson established
grass promotes healthy root systemsand hardy lawns.

Oneway to know how much fertilizer to apply isto
takeasoil test. If ananalysisisnot feasible, Table 1
showsthe proper timing and amountsfor variouslawn
typescommonin Colorado. Thetable
assumesthat al lawn clippingsareleft
onthelawnto berecycled naturaly.
Keepinmindthat over-fertilizingand
other poor cultural practicesarethe
primary reasonsfor thatch

buildup—not grassclippings.

Thelabel ondl fertilizer bags
containsthree numbersthat describethe amount of
nitrogen (N), phosphate (P,O,), and potash (K ,0). For
example, a40 pound bag of 20-10-5fertilizer contains
20 percent (8 pounds) nitrogen, 10 percent (4 pounds)
phosphate, and 5 percent (2 pounds) potash.
Theremainder of theingredientsarefertilizer
carrierssuch assand or ground limestone, and sometimes
micro-nutrientsor aweed killer. Plantsdo not distinguish
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between nutrients supplied by granular, liquid, or organic
fertilizers. Select alawnfertilizer based on nutrient
analysis, convenience, and price. Slow releasefertilizers
contain nutrientsinaformthat become availableto plants
throughout the growing season. Thisisadvantageous
becausefewer applicationsarerequired and leaching
lossesarelesslikely. Avoidfertilizersthat contain post-
emergence herbicidesfor broadleaf weed contral. In-
stead, spot spray or pull weedsin trouble spots.

Most established Colorado lawnswill have ad-
equate (P) and potassium (K) in the soil without addi-
tiona PandK fertilizer. If you apply atypica blended
fertilizer based on N needs, youwill get al thePand K
your lawnrequires.

Determining How Much to Buy

Determine how much fertilizer you need beforeyou
make apurchaseto avoid storing leftover materias.
Measuretheareaof your lawnto get an ideahow many
squarefeet you havetofertilize. Read thefertilizer bagto
determine how much nitrogenisinthebag. For example,
if youwant 1 pound of nitrogen per 1,000 squarefeet
from a10-10-5 product, you need to apply 40 pounds of
fertilizer ona4,000 squarefoot lawn (see Table 1.)
Fertilizer applied abovetherecommended rateiswasted

money and potentialy harmful to drinking water supplies.
Excessfertilizer dsoincreaseslawn growth, requiring
morefrequent mowing.

_ | Green
N'tzgge” Fertilizer
Phosphate 20-5-10 i
(P20s)
e / Total N
Potash Available P50s...5% }- Analysis
(K20) Available K50...10%

Table 1: Pounds of fertilizer required for various
lawn sizes using a 1 pound N/ 1,000 sq. ft. application.

Square  ------ % nitrogen (N) on label - ---- -
feet of 5 10 15 20 25 34 46
lawn Fertilizer required for 1 Ib. N/1,000 sq. ft. rate
Pounds

2000 40 20 13 10 8 6 4
4000 80 40 27 20 16 12 9
6000 120 60 40 30 24 18 13
8000 160 80 53 40 32 24 17
10,000 200 100 67 50 40 29 22

Table 2. Recommended nitrogen fertlizer applications by lawn and type.

Fertilizer Application Schedule for Established Colorado Lawns
Grass Type mid-March  May to mid-June July to early Mid-August to Early Oct. to early November
to April* August mid-September (when grass is still green)
(pounds of nitrogen per 1000 square feet of lawn)
Blue grass/ Y% ) Not required 1 (D)
Ryegrass
Turf-Type Tall Y 1 Not required 1 (1)
Fescue
Fine Fescue Y% Y Not required %-1
Buffalograss/ Apply no N -1 -1 Apply no N Apply no N
Blue Grama/
Bermudagrass

1The March-April nitrogen application may not be necessary if you fertilized late the previous year (Sept. to Nov.). If spring green-up

and growth is satisfactory, delay fertilizing until May or June.

2 Optional applications shown in (). On very sandy soils, do not fertilize after late September. Winter precipitation can cause nitrogen

to leach into ground water

Adapted from Colorado State University Cooperative Extension fact Sheet 7.202, Grassy Weed Control in Lawns.




Applying Lawn Fertilizer

M ost garden stores have spreadersthat are cali-
brated for their products. Thedirectionson thefertilizer
bag usually tell whereto set the applicator aswell.

If you are not surewhereto set the spreader, put it
ona“low” setting to avoid over-fertilizing. Go back over
thelawnat aright angleto thefirst applicationif youdid
not get enough onthefirst pass. Thiswill insureamore
uniform application. Besureto sweep up sdewaksand
drivewaysafterwards.

Excess fertilizer nutrients from lawn and

garden runoff can cause overgrowth of
aquatic weeds and algae, degrading fish and
wildlife habitat and recreation opportunites.

Fertilizing Landscape and Garden
Plants

Nutrient requirementsfor garden plantscan vary
considerably. In generd, nitrogen promotes|eafy top
growth; phosphorousisneeded for good root develop-
ment; and potassium isnecessary for winter hardiness,
diseaseres stance, and general plant health.

Alwaysimprovethesoil prior to plantingwitha
good organic soil amendment such asaged manure or
compost to develop arich, well-drained soil. If plants
show yellowing leaves, consult your local Cooperative
Extension agent for nutrient recommendations. Iron
deficiency may causeyelow landscape plantsin Colo-
rado.

Most established treesand shrubsplanted inwell-
drained, fertile soilsdo not need annual fertilizer applica
tions. However, if plantsare growing poorly and you
cannot identify aspecific pest or weather rel ated reason,
anutrient deficiency may bethe problem.

The easiest and most economica method of fertiliz-
ingisto sprinkleabalanced liquid or granular fertilizer
material under the plant and water itin. Mulchingwill help
conserve moisture, protect roots, and prevent theloss of
soil and nutrients.

Vegetable gardensareagreat placetoincorporate
composted waste materialsfrom your kitchen and garden.
Aged or composted anima manuresare also agood way
toimprovegarden soils.

Some vegetabl es, such as corn or tomatoes, may
benefit from the addition of alow analysis, complete
mineral fertilizer (such as 5-10-5) added at the rate of
approximately 10to 20 poundsof material per 1,000
squarefeet of garden. Corn likesmoreN than tomatoes.
Fruit production can bededayed if too much N isapplied
to tomatoes.

Commercial Tree and Lawn Care
Companies

If al of thissoundstoo complicated, you may want
to consider using the service of aprofessiona company to
maintain your landscape. A reputable service offers
licensed applicatorswho aretrained to handle and apply
chemicasproperly.

Someareas of consumer caution should be noted,
however:

* Doyou really need the” perfect lawn”
providedina“full service” lawn care package?A
low maintenance program might be more suitable.

» Areroutineinsecticideapplicationsdesir-
able? Thevast mgority of theinsectsfoundin
Colorado lawnsareneutral or beneficial — lawn
insecticidesareonly occasionaly needed under
our conditions.

« Areroutineherbicideapplicationsneeded?
Weeds are not the cause of an unhealthy lawn,
they aretheresult. In many cases, an attractive
lawn can be maintained with sound watering,
fertilizing, mowing, and aeration.

e Areall of thosefertilizer nutrientsneces-
sary? Most commercid fertilizerscontain
phosphorous (apotentia water pollutant) even
thoughinmany casesitisaready adequately
suppliedinyour soil.



Inshort, a“onesizefitsal” lawn program may not
be best for you or the environment. Question the blanket
useof chemicasinfavor of amoretailored program.

Maintaining a Healthy Lawn

When grassisdenseand vigorous, it competes
effectively against most pests. A sound watering and
fertilization programisbasicfor ahedthy lawn.

Other thingsyou can doinclude:

» Maintainamowing height at 22to 3inches.
Thisencourages deeper rooting and heat resis-
tance.

* Mow often enough so that you can mulch grass
clippingsonthelawn. Thiswill recyclenutrients;
it doesnot causethatch.

» Coreaerateyour lawn at least onceayear to
encourage good rooting and water penetration.

» Keep your mower blade sharpened to avoid
ragged cutting that increasesmoisturelossand
stress.

Watering Your Yard

Poor watering practicesare probably responsible
for morelandscape problemsin Colorado than any other
singlefactor except maybe our weather. Over-watering
causesthelossof nutrientsto the environment and isnot
particularly good for most landscape plants. Still, different
plant needsand soil typesmakeit difficult to make
precisewatering recommendations.

Ingeneral, asandy soil should receivezto linch
of water per application, whileaclay soil should receive
lessfrequent and gradual applicationsof 1to 1%2inches
of water. A dense stand of Kentucky blue grass may need
up to 2 inchesof water per week during the hottest part
of the summer, but other grasses such astall fescue may
thriveon lessif they have devel oped deep roots.

Over-watering iswasteful and can transport con-
taminantsviarunoff fromthesoil surfaceor percolation
bel ow theroot zone. Homeownerswith automatic
sprinkler systems need to pay attention to weather
patterns and landscape water needs. Turn off or reset
sprinklersafter rain or during periods of cool weather.

Low Maintenance Landscapes

You can makeapositiveimpact by designing your
landscapewith plantsthat requirelesswater and fertilizer,
and havefewer pest problems.

Alternativesto Kentucky bluegrass, such as
buffalograss, bluegramagrass, and tdl, turf-typefescue
can provideabeautiful lawnthat requires|essresources.
However, be awarethat each dternative grasshasitsown
advantages, disadvantages, and cultural needs. Often,
homeowners plant grassin areasthat aretoo shady, or
that have steep dopesor poor soilswherelawn grassjust
doesn’t grow well. Morefertilizer and water are not the
answersinthesecases. It'susually best to replacethis
grasswith hardy ground covers, ornamental bunch
grasses, or mulch.

A yard under xeriscape can be maintained with lesswater and
fertilizer in many situations. (Design/photo by Grant Reid.)

Xeriscapeor low maintenancelandscape plantsare
often lessdependent onfertilizer and water inputs.
Additionaly, they hel p attract song birds, butterflies, and
beneficia insects. Check withyour loca nursery or
Cooperative Extens on officeto get moreinformation on
Xeriscapes (seefact sheets 7.230, Creative Landscap-
ing, and 7.228, Xeriscaping: Ground Cover Plants)
and low input landscapes.

Finaly, landscapesdesigned to hold rain and snow
melt areenvironmentaly friendly becausethey resultin
lesswater runoff. Keeping any part of your property that
borders surfacewater in adense natural vegetation can
hel pfilter out chemicalsthat might be carriedin runoff
water.



Simple Things You Can Do To Protect
Water Quality

» Redirect downspoutsto vegetated areas.

e Sdlectlandscape plantsthat arewell adapted
toyour siteand have low water requirements.

*  Mow your grasshigh and often so that
clippingsand their nutrientscan berecycled.

*  Water your lawnonan“asneeded” basis,
rather than on acalendar schedule.

* Adjust sprinklersto avoid watering paved
areas.

« Usedowrdeaseformsof fertilizer.

»  Treat specific weedy areasrather than
resorting to genera ‘weed and feed’ mixtures.

e Useonly theamount of fertilizer thatis
recommended. MoreisNOT better.

» Keepfertilizersand pesticidesoff sdewalks
and driveways.

»  Washoff fertilizer application equipment on
thelawn, not onthe sidewalk or driveway.

e Maintain natura buffer areasswhereno
chemicalsare applied between your property
and any stream, lake, or drainage way.
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This publication was written by R. Waskom, Colorado State University Cooperative Extension water resources specialist, Colorado
State University Water Center, and T. Bauder, Cooperative Extension water quality specialist,department of soil and crop sciences.



