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                               GARDENING WITH

                        ARANSAS/SAN PATRICIO

MASTER GARDENERS

SOIL TESTING

By Suzanne Scott, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Most of us have a tendency to fertilize just because it seems it should be that time of the year. We head out to the local nursery and pick a bag that looks like it may fit our situation. However, there are 3 main reasons why you might want to consider doing a soil test before applying any chemicals to your lawn and garden and potentially into the surrounding bays and our environment.

First, studying the soil test results and applying the recommended amounts of the particular nutrients that are lacking, results in a greater yield. By giving your lawn or garden the correct mix of nutrients, you can achieve a beautiful and healthy landscape. Secondly, by applying only what nutrients your soil is lacking, you save money. Applying unnecessary nutrients to your landscape is not only wasteful but also costly. Lastly, by eliminating chemicals that are unnecessary, you are doing your part to protect our environment. For example, using too much phosphate, a common ingredient in commercially sold fertilizers, can runoff into our surrounding bays. The phosphorous promotes green algal blooms, kills fish and can cause contaminants in the seafood we eat.  

Where do you get a soil test and what will it reveal? To obtain the form and a sample bag, just stop by the Texas AgriLife Extension Service. Detailed instructions on how to collect the soil sample are provided on the form, but basically you need to have 5 different small samples from different areas of your lawn or garden. After mixing these soil samples all together in a bucket, fill the soil sample bag to the appropriate level. You should do separate soil tests for your lawn area and your bedding areas as these may require different nutrients for optimum growth.

After completing the soil gathering, you mail the samples and forms to the Soil Laboratory at Texas A&M University. Each soil sample costs $10, $15, $20 or $25 to analyze, depending upon whether you select and request certain additional analyses such as micronutrients and/or organic matter. Your results will be back usually within ten days. The report tells you many things that can help you achieve the optimum combination of nutrients for your particular needs. Regular test results ($10) report the amounts of Nitrate, Phosphorus, Potassium, Calcium, Magnesium, Sulfur and Sodium along with pH levels and conductivity of the soil. Salinity levels are particularly important for our area. Additional micronutrient testing includes: Iron, Zinc, Manganese, Copper, and Boron. The best part of this process is the professional recommendations given to correct deficiencies and problems in your soil. With each deficiency noted, a specific type of fertilizer or amendment is recommended. It also details levels of nutrients that are too high and how to mitigate the excess nutrient.

Implementing the recommendations of your soil tests will result in a greener and happier landscape, less expense by eliminating unnecessary nutrients and a safer environment for all of us. For additional information see http://soiltesting.tamu.edu/ .

TODD’S TIMELY TIP

EARLY SPRING WEED HERBICIDES
By Todd Cutting, Master Gardener

If sandburs and other potential weed seeds need be eliminated this year, apply a pre-emergent grass herbicide. The best months to apply are January and into February but no later than the end of February. Pre-emergents must be applied to lawns before grass is actively growing. It is best to apply fertilizer later and as a separate application, after active lawn growth starts. Combined weed and feed products are not always the best choice in our climate. Weed and feed combined formulations should never be used anywhere close to trees and shrubs. They can damage or eventually kill them.

Pre-emergents prevent seed germination at an early stage when the first roots emerge. Since effectiveness decreases with time, later in the season you must switch to post-emergents for weed control. Broadleaved weeds that may already be growing in early spring can be given an early spring treatment of a post-emergent herbicide.

Nutsedge, also called Nutgrass, is a special case in weed control. Special herbicides were developed specific to this weed. Nutsedge propagates by seeds and by underground tubers or nuts but must be actively growing for the products to work. Therefore, your attack on Nutsedge will begin a few months from now. 

You must read and understand the labeling to use any herbicide successfully and safely. Ask for proper application instructions from the nursery where you buy the products or contact the AgriLife Extension office with your questions. 

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

