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LIQUID VS. DRY: 
THE PENDULUM SWINGS 

As customers demand more dry fertilizers because of what they 
see in the news, the lawn care industry responds. 

Is the lawn care industry doomed to 
be forever pestered by image prob-
lems? 
Like a toy poodle nipping at its 

heels, outcry against chemical prod-
uct safety or efficacy are relentless. 

Even within the industry itself, 
there are biases toward certain prod-
ucts—inclinations that have shaped 
how companies do business. 

In this case, the subject is liquid 
and dry fertilizers: what do you use, 
and why? 

by Terry Mclver, associate editor 

W h e n C h e m L a w n f i r s t t r e a t e d 
lawns in the late 1960s, it was the trail-
blazer in liquid lawn care. High-tech, 
h igh-volume was the way to go. By the 
late 1970s and early 80s, there was a 
p r e p o n d e r a n c e of l iquid l awn care 
companies. 

The image problem began about 
1983. Activist and med ia a t t en t ion 
and phrases such as "spray dr i f t " and 
' ' r u n o f f " a n d " s e e p i n g i n t o t h e 
g r o u n d w a t e r " a r o u s e d p u b l i c de -
mand for more granular ferti l izer ap-

pl icat ions, wh ich m a n y compan ies 
were already using. 

So we touch ground in the 1990s, 
a l though we ' r e not a lways landing 
feet first. And beyond the hype and 
misinformation, there are valid rea-
s o n s to c h o o s e o n e or t h e o t h e r 
formulat ion. 

Agronomic equal i ty 
Dr. Chuck Darrah, president of Ag-
Vantage, a Columbus, Ohio agri-
cultural consulting firm, says that 



agronomically, liquid and dry fertil-
izers can be used to perform equally. 

He reminds turf professionals that, 
"most nitrogen sources that are used 
in dry fertilizers are available in liq-
uid form, for example, urea ." 

Urea is the most commonly-used 
form of nitrogen in both liquid and dry 
lawn fertilizers. Darrah says research 
has shown little or no difference in 
turf growth and color response to the 
two forms of N application. 

"Likewise," adds Darrah, " the con-
trolled release methylene urea fertil-
izers as we l l as t h e s low r e l e a s e 
u r e a f o r m a l d e h y d e f e r t i l i z e r s a n d 
IBDU can be used in liquid sprays or 
dry fertilizers. Their per formance is 
t he s a m e w i t h e i t h e r a p p l i c a t i o n 
method. The most common exception 
to this rule is sulfur-coated urea, be-
cause it is a product which should 
only be applied dry. And with a few 
exceptions the same case can be made 
for all pesticides. They are available 
as liquid or dry products and ei ther 
form can be used to achieve the same 
results." 

View from the field 
Lawn ca re p r o f e s s i o n a l s i n t e r -

viewed by Landscape Management 
all prefer granular fertilizers over liq-
uid formulations. Their reasons range 
from the technical to the psychologi-
cal. 

"You don' t have as m u c h surge 
g r o w t h — o r q u i c k g r o w t h — w i t h 
granular products as you have with 
liquid applications," says Bob Priest 
of Personal Touch Lawn Care, Den-
ver. 

Tim Combs, of Combs Landscaping 
in Westlake, Ohio, says his company 
has used granular products since it 
en te red the l awn care bus ines s 20 
years ago. Combs p re fe r s g ranu la r 
products because they are less vol-
atile than liquids. 

"With the granular ," says Combs, 
"you get it down into the soil wi th a 
little better effectiveness. 

"Another nice thing about a gran-
ular product ," explains Combs, is that 
you can target it. Of the four applica-
tions we use, only one has a pesticide 
in it which would be the pre-emer-
gent, pend imeth l in . The r ema inde r 
are straight fert i l izer." 

Adds Priest: "Peop le p re fe r gran-
ular for a lot of reasons . Granu la r is 
more o ld - f a sh ioned , and I p e r s o n -
ally fee l g r anu l a r app l i ca t ions are 
safer . " 

Harper prefers granular products 
in the fall, since customers are less 
likely to mow it out. 

Freedom of flexibility 
Darrah stresses the flexibility liquid 

Darrah: There is an advantage in 
being able to use both formulations. 

Priest: Granular products safer. 

products lend to the lawn care arse-
nal, and says surge growth is a myth. 

" W i t h l i q u i d s , " s a y s D a r r a h , 
" c h a n g i n g N-P-K g r a d e s , u s i n g a 
pesticide at di f ferent rates or using 
mult iple pesticides can be easily ac-
complished. With dry materials, spe-
cif ic p roduc t s need to be p l anned , 
purchased, stored and carried to the 
site to provide as m u c h flexibility." 

There are also those special t imes 
w h e n a suitable dry material may not 
be available. At those times, it 's liq-
uids to the rescue. 

An example Darrah cites is the sit-
uat ion that requires an application of 
fertilizer, a pre- and post-emergence 
weed control product , and insecticide 
s imul taneously . 

"This can be easily accomplished 
w i t h l i q u i d s , " says Dar rah , b u t it 
means mult iple trips over the lawn to 
accomplish wi th drys. 

Initial investment spector 
The cost required to outfit t rucks and 
provide for storage is a basic—if un-
g l amorous—reason compan ie s may 
choose dry ferti l izer products . 

Mike T u r n e r of Cus tom Lawns, 
North Olmsted, Ohio, says that the 
need to get a business off the ground is 

a great motivator. 
" W h e n we first w e n t in to bus i -

ness," recalls Turner , "it was easier to 
start up wi th a dry method of applica-
tion, in te rms of equipment . You don' t 
have that tank t ruck inves tment . " 

Tha t conce rn is echoed by Bob 
Mann of Hunt & Hulteen, Brockton, 
Mass., who says the t ime to apply liq-
uid and dry products is "pret ty m u c h 
a wash . " 

"And with the significant invest-
men t in a l iquid system comes the 
c o n t a i n m e n t s y s t e m a n d r e g u l a -
t ions," adds Mann. He says the state of 
Massachuset ts has a set of regulat ions 
pending which would place restric-
tions on conta inment systems. 

T h e "a l l d r y " fu l l - se rv ice l awn 
care programs really don ' t exist , in 
Darrah ' s opinion, because c o m m o n 
broadleaf weeds cannot be effectively 
controlled wi th dry post-emergence 
weed control products . 

T u r n e r be l ieves t h e r e is a grow-
ing m a r k e t for g r a n u l a r p r o d u c t s , 
and ci tes t he r ecen t move by some 
larger, p r e d o m i n a n t l y l iquid chemi -
cal l awn care compan ie s to g r anu la r 
p roduc t s . 

Degree of efficacy does not inf lu-
ence T u r n e r ' s dec is ion to go gran-
ular . 

"We do about 2400 lawns," he says, 
" a n d the net resu l t is usua l ly the 
same. I wouldn ' t be upset if my only 
choice was liquid or if my only choice 
was granular ." 

T u r n e r lucks out every so of ten 
w h e n he encounters prospects who 
say flat out, "I don' t want the l iquid." 
Those people , says T u r n e r , a re al-
ready sold on the dry product , and the 
point is moot. 

Appearances are everything 
It's also not just what you spray, but 
how you spray it, as one applicator 
told of a s tudy that showed brown-
colored spray hoses are less likely to 
i n c i t e h o m e o w n e r c o n c e r n t h a n 
yellow hoses. 

Are some people simply afraid of 
l iquid products? "They want to be-
lieve that wha t a dry company is ap-
plying is different than what a l iquid 
company is applying," says Turner , 
and he offers this example: 

Af ter a recent n e w s report on a 
c o u r t d e c i s i o n c o n c e r n i n g C h e m -
Lawn (see "Green Indus t ry News , " 
this issue), a cus tomer told Tu rne r she 
was glad to have him as her lawn man. 
"I wouldn ' t want wha t they put on the 
l awn," the cus tomer said. 

Turne r ' s reply: "We put the same 
t h i n g d o w n tha t C h e m L a w n does . 
And it 's the same product that you ' re 
going to be buying at your garden cen-
ter ." LM 
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