LAWN CHLOROSIS III

By Joan Howie

Yellow is a cheery color for flowers – but yellow grass, trees and shrubs, except for those that are supposed to be variegated, may be signs of poor cultural conditions. Yellowing of plants can indicate drainage problems and nitrogen deficiency, but in those cases lower leaves are affected first. Some diseases also cause yellow leaf veins, before the whole leaf turns, but in our alkaline soils the yellowing is usually from iron cholorosis.


Iron chlorois develops when green chlorophyll fails to deveope or is destroyed because a plant can’t take enough iron from the soil. Even though soil may contain plenty of iron it may be bound by as alkaline ph (beginning at 7.5) and isn’t available for plant use. Iron cholorosis usually appears first in young leaves, which will be light green, yellow or even white and often is seen between the leaf veins. St Augustine, beans, Chinese Tallow trees, peach trees and numerous other plants are affected.


Prevention of iron chlorosis includes treating soil so that iron becomes available. Regularly digging in large amounts of well rotted manure or other organic material helps acidify the soil as does adding compost plus 1 pound of powdered sulfur per 100 square feet of garden bed. Acid peat moss also can be used. However, acidity is hard to maintain when irrigation water is alkaline.


Extension horticulturalists recommend two types of product to increase usable iron in the soil – iron sulfates (copperas) and iron chelates. The latter are compounds that hold iron in a form available to plants and are longer acting than iron sulfate. Sequestran 138*, Ironite* (use the highest rate on the bag) and Ruffin* are examples of iron chelates.


Iron sulfate can be broadcast on lawns and banded 2 -  3 inches around flowers. For trees, it can be placed in 2 foot holes punched with a sharp tool at the drip line; holes should be 1  - 3 feet away from shrubs. . Iron chelates can be broadcast and worked into the soil for various plants including turf grass and trees. Chelates should be watered in well after application. Spray applications of both types of iron should be made when evaporation is minimal, in the late evening, during the season of active growth. Spray applications green up plants faster, but are not long lasting; a combination of spray/broadcast works best. Remember, iron products stain driveways, masonry and clothes.

