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Spring Lawn Fertilization

Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener
There is only one reason to fertilize your turfgrass: to make it grow thick and luxuriant and greener than your neighbors.  A thick, luxuriant lawn keeps weeds to a minimum, requires less water and maintenance and creates an attractive presentation for your home.  You’ll feel proud every time you drive up to your door.

This fantastic, green, living carpet can be yours, without degrading the environment, by following a few simple steps.

1. Get a soil test.  Come into Green Acres, Texas AgriLife Extension, at the corner of Mimosa and Pearl Streets, Rockport, and pick up a soil test kit consisting of a soil sample bag, instructions, and the submission form.  It will cost from $10 to $20 depending on which analysis you select.  I suggest No. 2 which is routine plus micro nutrients for $15.00.  It takes a week to ten days to get the results.  The post office has a nice size box to mail your sample to Texas A & M.  

2. While waiting for your soil test results, get a tape measure and measure your turf areas and total them so you can determine how many 1,000 square feet you will be fertilizing.  Keep track of the size of each area so you can put the right amount of fertilizer for each area in the spreader.  Green Acres has a fact sheet on measuring your yard.  

You could also spray now with a broadleaved weed herbicide containing 2,4-D to kill any winter annuals or perennial weeds in your turf.  Don’t use broadleaf weed herbicide under live oaks, especially if you have lots of little suckers.

3. With your soil test results in hand, and your area in 1,000 square feet to be fertilized, go to a store selling fertilizer and purchase what you need.  If you need help interpreting your soil test, Green Acres is staffed during normal working hours with knowledgeable Master Gardeners who are waiting to help you.  Or you could go to a ‘real’ garden outlet.  They usually are helpful.  Always look for slow-release nitrogen as it leaches less, and provides fertility longer into the season.  The higher the water-insoluble nitrogen (WIN), the better, but it will be more expensive.                  

4. Don’t be tempted to buy ‘weed and feed’ products, especially if you have lots of trees and other landscape plantings.  These products contain a broad-leaf weed killer which can injure your desired plants.  You took care of broadleaved weeds back in No.2.

5. Apply the fertilizer after the second mowing of the new grass growth.  Don’t count the times you only cut off weed growth, broadleaved or grasses.  We are talking about your St. Augustine or Bermuda grass.  This would also be the time to apply a preemergent herbicide or weed preventer to keep sticker burs and other warm season annual weeds out of your lawn.

6. Regardless of whether you use a drop spreader or a broadcast spreader, divide your fertilizer in half for each distinct area you measured.  Spread one half going north and south and the other going east and west or perpendicular to the first spreading.  This will help prevent streaking.

7. If you have palm trees, stay 50 feet away with nitrogen fertilizer.  Use a slow-release potassium fertilizer within the 50ft area.  Virtually all Aransas County palm trees exhibit potassium deficiency.  This is intensified by increased nitrogen in the soil.

From a nutritional point of view, following the above seven steps will give you the lawn you desire without an adverse effect on the general environment.  You still must perform the other turf management practices of proper mowing and watering.  Texas AgriLife Extension and Green Acres have brochures and bulletins on these practices.  

Why is it so important to fertilize properly?  Every drop of water that falls on Aransas/San Patricio Counties is either evaporated, used by plants, or ends up in the bays by surface or underground movement.  Fertilizing lawns is considered a potential source of non-point source pollution as opposed to a sewage or industrial plant which is a point source of pollution.  There is a lot of concern lately about the amount of nitrogen entering the bays from the sewer plant.  The city is looking at a large expenditure of money to reduce the nitrogen from this source.  This is an easy finger pointing exercise because it is easy to measure and easy to fix, expensive, but easy.  On the other hand, if you fertilize your lawn incorrectly, it is hard to measure and hard to determine that you did it and not your neighbor.

Sampling data shows that the amount of nitrogen from the waste water treatment plant is a steady, continuous amount.  But the data also shows that the amount of nitrogen entering the bays increases dramatically every time it rains, especially downpours which don’t have time to enter the soil before the water runs off.  This is called surface run-off.

The surface run-off carries plant material, soil, and plant nutrients that haven’t ‘fixed’ in the soil, into the bays.  Bay vegetation including algae utilize these nutrients and create water quality problems.  The amount of nutrients in the surface run-off has innumerable sources and so is difficult to measure and remedy.  Water that leaches, or moves, through the body of soil, carries plant nutrients in solution with it.  This water and these nutrients eventually reach the bay water. If you apply too much fertilizer before the lawn is actively growing and it rains, this fertilizer is leached below the root zone and enters the ground water.

More is not better when it comes to applying fertilizer to turfgrass.  Only the right amount can be utilized by the grass.  The remainder enters the coastal water system.

Master Gardeners are available to answer your questions and provide information on how to do it right yourself the first time.  Call us at Texas AgriLife Extension, Aransas County at 361-790-0103, email at Aransas-tx@tamu.edu or stop in with your questions or specimens at Green Acres.
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