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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

FERTILIZING LAWNS IN SPRING

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


There was a free seminar this week, “Turf Grass 101”, by Aransas County Extension Agent, Logan Respess. We hope many of you attended. For those that could not attend or would like a brief refresher on spring lawn fertilizing, here are some tips.


Apply spring lawn fertilizer here after March 15th and after you have mowed your grass twice. Using these two benchmarks, assures that you are applying fertilizer after grass is actively growing and after the last threat of freeze.


All plants need 16 essential elements for plant growth. Some plants need 4 others for a total of 20 elements. Of these elements, nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium are considered macronutrients. Plants need them in greater amounts compared to the other nutrients. Hence, that sack of fertilizer at the store is most likely selling the three macronutrients. They will be expressed as a percent of package weight such as 20-5-12. The macronutrients are always in a specific order with nitrogen listed first, phosphorous as second and potassium as third.

In the example above, this means in a 10-pound bag of 20-5-12 fertilizer, 20% of the 10 pounds (2 pounds) is nitrogen, 5% of the 10 pounds (.5 pounds) is phosphorous and 12% of the 10 pounds (1.2 pounds) is potassium. Note that the three nutrients only total 3.7 pounds of the total 10 pounds in the bag. The rest if the weight in the 10-pound fertilizer bag (6.3 pounds) is inert materials and stabilizers.


You all have your soil test in hand – right? The purpose of a soil test is to supply you with enough information to make wise choices in applying fertilizers and other soil amendments. The report tells you to apply so many pounds of a certain macronutrient per 1000 square feet.

First see how many sets of those 1000 square feet units there are in your yard by multiplying yard length in feet times the width in feet and dividing by 1000. Next, you look for the fertilizer mix that delivers the nutrient poundage you need per each 1000 square feet. Find out how many pounds of nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium are actually in that fertilizer bag by doing the simple calculations using the bag weight and percent listed of each nutrient.

What if you have no soil test report? Plan to order one and without one be conservative in using fertilizers. Usually our sandy soils become most deficient in the nutrient nitrogen. Lacking a specific soil test report, consider applying a minimal dose of nitrogen only. Here are some sources of soluble nitrogen: organic -urea 46-0-0; inorganic - ammonium nitrate 34-0-0; ammonium sulfate 21-0-0-24S; calcium nitrate 15-0-0 and potassium nitrate 13-0-44. Do your lawn area calculations along with bag poundage percent calculations to apply one pound of nitrogen per 1000 square feet.  An easy way to calculate the amount of fertilizer to use is available on the Texas Cooperative Extension- Aransas County website at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu/   Click on Fertilizer Calculator.  

You would be applying the one pound of nitrogen per 1000 square feet in the spring and at a few other intervals through the year or you can purchase a slow release fertilizer and follow those instructions for less frequent applications. Over the course of a year, St Augustine lawn will need 3-5 pounds of nitrogen. Common Bermuda grass would like 4-8 pounds of nitrogen per year while the hybrid Bermuda wants 5-8 pounds of nitrogen per year. Zoysia (japonica) takes 3-5 pounds of nitrogen per year while Zoysia (matrella) settles for 2-4 pounds.

Beware of large amounts of phosphorous in fertilizer - the middle number. If you don’t have a soil test report, you should consider applying very little or none of it (a zero or a small percent number in the middle position). Phosphorous can build up to tremendous levels in our sandy soils. It can also run off and harm the bays and estuaries we live near. The phosphorous in the water promotes algae blooms and low oxygen conditions. The result is smelly water and fish kills.

Back in the day and not so long ago, fertilizers with 1:1:1 ratios between the nutrients like 8-8-8 or 13-13-13 were most commonly used. This results in far too much application of that troublesome phosphorous- three to four times more than you likely need.

Research over the years shows that most plants use the 3 macronutrients in ratios of 3:1:2 or 4:1:3 not 1:1:1. If you don’t have a soil test to guide you, be conservative in fertilizers used and use a fertilizer mix that reflects one of those two recommended ratios.

To spread fertilizer evenly, divide the needed amount by two and apply half lengthwise across the turf then the rest moving widthwise. Water the fertilizer in well.

Another caution about fertilizing turf grass, is to not use the popular fertilizers with chemicals for weed control included with the fertilizer.  Over time, these types of fertilizers used on lawns with trees, can be harmful or deadly to the trees.  The proper time to use weed control chemicals also does not coincide with the time to fertilize lawns.  Chemicals for weed control should be selected carefully to prevent harm to trees and applied at the right time for optimum control of weeds.

Questions about horticulture in Aransas or San Patricio County? Contact a Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension - Aransas County Office, phone 790-0103, M- F, 8-5 PM, 611 East Mimosa.

Also don’t miss “Green Acres” Public Demonstration Gardens, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, which is co-located with the Offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The Gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, 7 days a week.

