Fertilizing Plants


March is a good time to begin working in the garden, tidying up a bit and tending to the plants that survived the winter.  Fertilizing some plants now will bring healthy growth later in the spring and summer.


Fertilizers supplement the soil’s native nutrient supply and are essential when the soil nutrient supply is inadequate.  You can use processed fertilizers, organic fertilizers or a combination of the two.  When using a processed fertilizer, the nutrients are immediately available to plants, providing an extra boost during the spring before the soil is warm.  However, nitrogen in these fertilizers can be lost quickly due to heavy rainfall or irrigation.  Once nitrogen moves below the root zone, plants can no longer use it.  Some organic fertilizers contain nutrients that are immediately available as well as slow-release nutrients that can benefit plants both early in the season and later.


When buying processed fertilizers, be sure to read the label for the fertilizer analysis.  It is a guarantee of the amount of each of the three primary nutrients.  Nitrogen (N) is always listed first, phosphorus (P) second and potassium (K) third.  A bag of fertilizer labeled 5-10-10 contains, by weight, 5 percent nitrogen, 10 percent phosphorus and 10 percent potassium.  Herbaceous perennials benefit most from two applications of fertilizer each year.  Give the first application when plants start growth and another application after blooming when they will need nutrients to make offsets, put on additional growth and store nutrients to prepare for the next year’s growth.  Repeat the application of the fertilizer that was used earlier in the year.  Perennial plants that bloom in late summer or fall need regular fertilization before bloom, so feed them monthly until September.  Perennials such as peonies that complete their bloom and growth by June do not need fertilizer in midsummer.  Spring-blooming bulbs like to receive a feeding and mulch in late autumn and a booster before bloom time, when they are about an inch or two tall.


Woody ornamental plants like moderate soil fertility and should be fertilized only as needed.  High soil fertility stimulates excessive growth, while low fertility accounts for poor growth and lack of vigor making plants more susceptible to disease, insect pests and other problems.  If plants are not doing well, be sure to rule out environmental, insect, disease and other cultural problems before deciding to use fertilizer.  Research indicates that the most effective time to fertilize deciduous plants is in the spring after growth begins.  For trees or shrubs planted in turf areas, it may be better to split the amount into several applications to avoid burning the grass.  Most woody plants respond only to nitrogen, so choose a fertilizer that is mostly nitrogen or in which nitrogen is predominant.  Place the fertilizer where it will reach the plant roots, within the area between the trunk and the dripline, being careful to avoid touching the trunk with the fertilizer.


Finally, plants need a healthy watering after receiving a fertilizer treatment, so be sure to water if conditions are dry, and particularly after applying a dry fertilizer.


Publications are available at the WSU Cooperative Extension office on timing fertilizer applications for specific crops.

