
Turf M.D. 
• T H E D O C T O R IS IN THE H O U S E 

t's no secret the f luctuat ion in the 
cost o f nitrogen prices the past few 
years has caused considerable c o n -
cern in the g o l f industry. Reflective 
o f oil prices, fertilizer prices began 
to c l i m b during 2 0 0 7 with a spike 

dur ing the s u m m e r o f last year fol lowed by a 
collapse in price by the end o f 2 0 0 8 . B u t even 
with the drop, I d o n ' t believe anyone thinks 
the price will remain low. 

In an a t tempt to lower budget expenses, 
s o m e g o l f course super intendents cut fertil-
izer appl icat ions drastically. Al though not 
fertilizing saves money , it is not a sustainable 
pract ice f rom season to season. Nutr ients , 
a long with water and light, are the l i feblood 
o f turfgrasses. 

T h e cos t o f ni trogen and o t h e r nutrients 
has changed h o w s o m e fertilizers are formu-
lated and marketed. In an a t t e m p t to reduce 
the st icker s h o c k for the price o f a bag of 
fertilizer, s o m e c o m p a n i e s are adjust ing the 
N - P - K ratios to lower the cost per bag. B u t 
now m o r e than ever, you need to k n o w what 
you're buying and its actual cost . 

A hypothet ical example is a 5 0 - p o u n d bag 
o f fertilizer with an analysis o f 1 8 - 6 - 1 2 that 
might have cost $ 4 6 in 2 0 0 8 , but now costs 
$ 3 8 with an analysis o f 1 2 - 4 - 8 . W h i c h one is 
the better value? 

Based on ni trogen, the first bag costs 
$ 5 . 3 3 per p o u n d o f nitrogen while the sec-
ond bag costs $ 6 per pound. H e n c e , on more 
than 3 0 acres o f fairway, where 4 pounds 
o f nitrogen is applied per 1 , 0 0 0 square feet, 
the dif ference in price for the season is a b o u t 
$ 3 , 5 0 0 . I n an e c o n o m y where $ 1 0 0 dollars 
is $ 1 0 0 , this hypothet ical type o f savings is 
s ignif icant. 

T h e source o f nitrogen is also a factor to 
consider in cost calculat ions. If o n e fertilizer 
conta ins a quick-release ni trogen source and a 
second conta ins a predominant ly slow-release 
source, the response t ime needs to be factored 
in. F o r example , the cost of nitrogen needs to 
be calculated on a per-day basis for a quick-
release source that provides a tur f response 
for 2 8 days, and a slow-release fertilizer that 
provides a tur f response for 6 0 days. 
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Obvious ly , there are o ther factors — like 
ease o f appl icat ion, frequency o f appl icat ion, 
rate, burn potential and the type o f response 
one is looking for — that need to be consid-
ered. Actually, quant i fy ing those factors from 
a cost s tandpoint , a long with an a g r o n o m i c 
a n d environmenta l cost assessment, is a pow-
erful means o f c o m p a r i n g products . 

Again, a m a j o r means o f reducing fertil-
izer cost is to skip applicat ions. As previously 
m e n t i o n e d , the e l iminat ion o f fertilizer is not 
sustainable for high-qual i ty turf. However , 
ranking the i m p o r t a n c e of fertilizer applica-
tion t iming can help reduce costs and help 
maintain turf quali ty. 

G i v e n plant growth curves, late-fall 
fertilization is an o p t i m u m applicat ion on 
cool-season turfgrasses. In general, given the 
advantages o f late-season ferti l ization, m a n y 
superintendents increase the late-fall rate and 
e l iminate o r reduce spring applicat ions. T h e 
fall fertilization benefi ts inc lude a quicker 
grecnup in the spring that 's mainta ined 
through late spring. 

In all dec i s ions , it 's not jus t cos t and 
a g r o n o m i c b e n e f i t tha t s h o u l d be weighed ; 
the i m p a c t o n the e n v i r o n m e n t must also 
be cons idered . I n s i tua t ions w h e r e l each ing 
m i g h t o c c u r , the i m p a c t o f late-fal l fert i l iza-
t ion a p p l i c a t i o n s s h o u l d be assessed. 

T o golfers, cut t ing costs does not mean 
reducing playing qual i ty on the golf course. 
I n this e c o n o m y , the chal lenge for superin-
tendents is to deliver qual i ty playing condi -
t ions eff ic iently — and in a cost-effective 

m a n n e r . 

Karl Danneberger, Ph. D., Golfdom's science editor 
and a turfgrass professor from The Ohio State Uni-
versity, can be reached at danneberger. l@osu.edu. 
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