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FALL FERTILIZATION

By Richard Snyder, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners
FALL FERTILIZATION; the name says it all. Fertilize in the fall. This should be a quick read and you’ll be on your way to do more important things like fishing or maybe even catching something.

The first word is fall and that’s now. If you apply your fertilizer at the right time, the nitrogen will be taken up by the still-growing plant and won’t wind up in Little Bay or Copano Bay. Apply too late and the grass is going/gone dormant. In Aransas County, fall fertilization should be applied no later than . . . drum roll please . . . NOVEMBER FIRST (see publication E-436 from your friendly Texas AgriLife Extension Service. The application should be at least 45-60 days from your previous application.

It’s that second word that presents a bit of a problem. Fertilization. What kind? How much? What are all those numbers on the bag? Drop or broadcast spreader? Slow release or instant green?  How does anyone ever get this thing done? Easy. I’ll give you three approaches which, depending on your lifestyle, should work.

Slacker:  OK, I must confess that this is me most of the time. The Master Gardener program has helped but the tendency towards slackerdom still remains. The true slacker will let Mother Nature take care of things with a bit of watering on occasion.  

Using compost as a fertilizer also falls into this area. Spread the compost around in piles on the lawn with a wheelbarrow. Sling it from the piles onto the grass with a shovel. Then use a push broom to sweep it off the grass blades and down into the turf. Water it in to activate the compost microbes and wash them onto your soil. Apply compost to grass at a rate of no more than 1 cubic yard per 1,000 square feet. This results in a thin layer about 1/3 inch deep when spread out uniformly.

Paris Hilton goes green:  Here we don’t want to over-think the issue, but we are willing to put a bit of effort into yard care as long as we can look good doing it.

· First, NEVER use Weed & Feed products. They are unsafe in any home application and are a killer of landscapes, especially trees. Plus Paris would find a fascinating pattern in that dollar weed and nut grass poking through the St. Augustine.

· Grab your bag of 22/3/14 slow-release winterizer fertilizer (not to worry about the math at this level) and get yourself a broadcast spreader. Adjust it for a pattern kind of like course-ground pepper sprinkled lightly on over-easy eggs (haven’t had breakfast yet). Jog back and forth across the yard so most parts get a light and even application. You should be using about a quarter to one-half of a 40 lb. bag for an average yard. Sweep off any granules on sidewalks, especially if your fertilizer has iron in it.

· Lightly water in. Time for tea.

Bring on the details:  You asked for it.

· Still no Weed & Feed. Same reasons.

· Here are some important fertilizer points. 

· The three numbers on every fertilizer bag stand for nitrogen (as N)/phosphate (as P2O5)/potassium (as K2O) and are percentages of weight. So if you had a 40 pound bag marked 50/50/50 you’d have 20 pounds of nitrogen, 20 pounds of phosphate, and 20 pounds of potassium. Pretty good for a 40 lb bag! A real bag would have something like 22/3/14 marked on it.

· The second number is phosphate. In our area, especially in sandy soil, zero is the ideal number. Runoff carries the phosphate into our bays, causing green algal blooms, fish kills, and mass Winter Texan exodus (we really do need them).

· The nitrogen in the fertilizer can either be quick-release (makes grass green right away but may burn if not watered in and tends to wash away into the environment) or slow-release (doesn’t “green up” right away but provides nitrogen for an extended time, won’t burn the grass, and is less likely to wind up in the bays). At least half of the nitrogen should be the slow-release type - the more, the better. To check, look at the ingredient list. Quick-release will be called something like ammoniac nitrogen and the slow-release will be the 2nd percentage, usually with the word urea mentioned. Expect to pay more for the slow-release fertilizers.

· Measure your turf area. Draw a measured overhead view of your lot and house. No need to be exact, pacing it off works just fine. Draw a series of rectangles over the lawn area and add their areas (width x length) together.    

· A soil test is needed. If you don’t know what your grass needs, chances are you will either over or under- fertilize. Drop by the AgriLife Extension office for instructions or go to http://soiltesting.tamu.edu/files/urbansoil.pdf for online information. The sampling is easy and the testing is inexpensive, ranging from $15 to $25. And it only needs to be done every 2-3 years. The results will tell you how much fertilizer to apply.

· Here are raw numbers for my yard.

· Turf area: 2,000 square feet.

· Soil analysis: Need 1.1 pounds of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet and 1.1 of potassium for the same area (nothing else seemed to be needed).

· So I went looking for fertilizer with equal parts of only nitrogen and potassium. The closest I found was a 40 pound bag marked 13/2/13.

· Now calculate how much fertilizer to apply. The soil test gave me the pounds needed per 1,000 square feet. Since I have 2,000 square feet of grass, I’ll need twice that amount for my yard. That’s 2.2 pounds of nitrogen and 2.2 pounds of potassium. How much of that 40 pound bag do I need?  That 40 pound bag is 13% nitrogen and 13% potassium so that works out to 5.2  pounds in the bag (40 x 0.13) of nitrogen and 5.2 pounds of potassium.  It looks like I need a bit less than half the bag (2.2 divided by 5.2) for my yard. Use this figure to know if you’re applying too little or too much fertilizer.

· Set your spreader for a light rate and apply according to instructions. Check the back of the bag for common spreader settings. Adjust that setting as you go to apply your calculated amount of fertilizer. Sweep any granules off your sidewalks.

Here are some mowing tips since that newly fertilized grass is going to grow like a preteen.

· Cut only a third of the blade, preferably the top part. Save the putting green look for the golf course. Grown a bit longer, your grass will have fewer weeds and use less water.

· A sharp blade is another tool in helping to achieve a great looking lawn. The lawn not only looks better but a cleanly cut blade of grass is more disease resistant. I usually sharpen mine after mowing since the gas tank is close to empty. On the driveway, disconnect the spark plug wire and secure it so it can’t spring back and accidentally reconnect with the spark plug. Tilt the mower up on its side (watch for leaking gas and oil), prop a piece of wood behind the blade and use a flat metal file to renew the edges. Speaking from experience, be sure to reconnect the spark plug wire or the mower may be difficult to start.

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. 
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