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     GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING – OVERFERTILIZING

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


It is fall and time to think about fall fertilizing of lawns. The abnormally heavy rains of the summer have probably leeched nitrogen from sandy soils. However, Texas Cooperative Extension still recommends only a light application in fall of a regular versus slow release fertilizer. This will give the roots of your turf a small boost and strengthen and deepen them before winter dormancy. A large dose of fertilizer or slow release applied at this time would carry a confusing “grow” message to the plants just when they need to be moving toward a dormant phase. A light application also reduces waste and runoff of excess. The plants can only take up so much nitrogen at a given time.

If you have not yet done a soil test, Extension personnel recommend about 1 pound of nitrogen per 1000 square feet of lawn applied twice a year in spring and fall. This is probably a lot less fertilizer than you have been using but it is all that your lawn and the trees growing there need. In the absence of a soil test, also pick a fertilizer with very low phosphorous percent (the middle number) and low potassium percent (the last number). Remember that the numbers on the fertilizer bag are percents so nitrogen (first number) when shown as “10” on a 10 pound bag of fertilizer means 1 pound of nitrogen is in the bag. Take a look at the convenient Fertilizer Calculator at aransas-tx.tamu.edu on the Aransas County Extension website. It will help you figure out the quantity of fertilizer to use.

Many questions that come into the local Extension office ultimately go back to a sick and dying plant suffering from too much of the wrong kind of nutrient. Here are some examples.

Some local soil tests results have shown massive amounts of salts, far in excess of what would be considered normal or desirable. Some of these property owners have further tested their watering wells to find the wells are delivering too much salt and that in turn is building up in soil and killing their plants. As a simple solution these property owners may begin watering alternately with city water, then well water to reduce the excess salts over time. Follow up soil tests will allow monitoring of the situation and ultimately will protect their investment in their landscape.

Phosphorous tends to build up in our alkaline soils, a potential result of years of “just throw it down” fertilizing. Excess phosphorous in the soil reduces a plant’s ability to take up required micronutrients particularly iron and zinc.

Yellowing between leaf veins with veins remaining green, called iron chlorosis, is an iron deficiency that can appear when there is excess of phosphorous in soil. A sick plant with a general bleaching of its leaves may have a zinc deficiency, which can also occur in the presence of excess phosphorous. Both abnormalities occur in the youngest or newest leaves. Often there is enough iron and zinc in the soil but the excess soil phosphorous prevents the plant from being able to take up and use the nutrients. Solutions vary but all start with reducing the amount of phosphorous applied to the soil. The Extension office has seen local soil test reports with phosphorous levels so high the owner could eliminate this nutrient for the next 30 years and still not get the levels down to normal.


Awareness of the impacts of over fertilizing has a big pay off for our community and our local environment. We are a coastal community. In sandy soils, excess nitrogen is readily washed away. Phosphorous can also become water mobile. Excessive nitrogen and phosphorous run-off happens when we, or our neighbors, are inattentive to what our soils really need and throw fertilizer down in mixes that are inappropriate and wasteful relative to actual soil needs. 

This excess of nitrogen and phosphorous ends up in our streets and ground water table, storm sewers, canals and then the bay. Excess nitrogen and phosphorous runoff create unattractive algae blooms (green swampy water instead of healthy blue in the canals). Algae blooms, particularly in summer, can ultimately overwhelm the oxygen in the water needed by the fish and shellfish we enjoy. The result is unhealthy bay habitat and fish kills.


Soil testing is available through the Extension office. Testing about once every 3 years will help you know where you stand so that fertilizer can be applied most efficiently. Perhaps personal economics come first with most of us. It’s nice to save money by using less fertilizer. We all like to save a buck. However, isn’t it also nice to know that you can also keep your plants healthier and help do your part to protect our lovely coastal environment by using fertilizer minimally and knowledgably? 

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu
Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

