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SUCCESSFUL LAWN AND LANDSCAPE PROS 

BASE THEIR FERTILIZER CHOICES ON CUSTOMER-

PLEASING, SERVICE-DELIVERY MODELS

BY RON HALL, EDITOR AT LARGE

SMARTER 
                     TURF FERTILITY
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Bill Hildebolt says multiple visits 
are needed to solve the host of prob-
lems that can affect clients’ lawns.

ertilization is the best thing 

landscape contractors can do 

for turfgrass. It contributes 

greatly to turf color, density, 

uniformity and growth. Prop-

erly fertilized turf is able to compete 

with weeds and recover from damage 

caused by insects, diseases or weather-

related stresses better.

But implementing a fertility pro-

gram that keeps lawns green, healthy 

and weed free as well as fi tting effi -

ciently into a company’s service-deliv-

ery model, is far from simple.

For one thing, there are many turf 

fertilizer choices (See Table 1). For 

another, landscape or lawn care com-

panies that fertilize clients’ properties 

often operate with different business 

models. On one end of the spectrum 

are the traditional chemical lawn care 

companies. They visit customers’ 

properties every six to eight weeks 

during the growing season to make 

fertilizer and pest con-

trol applications.

“If we’re not out on 

customers’ properties 

six or seven times a year 

controlling weeds and 

solving other problems, 

we’re going to get 

callbacks,” says William 

Hildebolt, president of 

Nature’s Select Premium 

Turf Services in Win-

ston-Salem, NC. 

Because most lawn application com-

panies are treating lawns in markets 

also served by national service provid-

ers, such as TruGreen or Scotts Lawn 

Service, they feel — from a competitive 

standpoint — they have to be on cus-

tomers’ properties multiple times each 

season. Realizing they’ll be visiting 

properties every six weeks colors their 

fertilizer choices.

Companies that specialize in main-

tenance/mowing operations com-

prise another signifi cant but separate 

industry segment. Many 

of these companies offer 

fertilization and weed 

control, also. Then 

there are the landscape 

companies that provide 

just about every conceiv-

able outdoor service a 

property owner might 

need or want, from multimillion dollar 

construction projects to turf care.

Selection criteria

Each of these specialized businesses 

will select and use the type and grade of 

fertilizer, including treatment regimen, 

that fi ts its business needs and delivers 

results that satisfy its customers. All 

customers want green weed-free turf.

Kevin Johnson, president and 

second-generation operator of Des 

Moines, IA-based All American Turf 

Beauty, looks at fi ve factors when 

selecting fertilizer:

1) The correct rate of nitrogen (N), 

phosphorus (P) and potassium (K)  

2) At least 25% of the N available in a 

slow-release form

3) A quality product with properly sized 

prills that fl ow out of the spreaders 

smoothly and uniformly

4) The effectiveness of the product 

in combination with a weed or insect 

control

5) Price
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[ TABLE 1 ] 

COMMON SOURCES OF NITROGEN IN TURFGRASS FERTILIZERS

CONTENT  SALT INDEX ACIDIFYING COLD WATER

SOURCE (% N-P-K) PER UNIT a EFFECT b SOLUBILITY c

Ammonium nitrate 33-0-0 3.2 H 62 14.5

Ammonium sulfate 21-0-0 3.3 H 110 5.7

Calcium nitrate 15-0-0 ---- ---- ----

IBDU  31-0-0 0.2L ---- SS

Milorganite 6-4-0 0.7L ---- SS

Polymer-coated urea 38-0-0 ---- ---- SR

Potassium nitrate 13-0-44 5.3 H (-23) 1.0

Sulfur-coated urea 32-0-0 0.7 L ---- SR

Urea  45-0-0 1.7 M 71 6.2

Urea formaldehyde 38-0-0 0.3L ---- SS
or methylene ureas

a Expressed as relative salinity of mineral salts per unit of nutrient compared to sodium nitrate (6.3). High=2.6 or greater; moderate=1.0 to 
2.5; and low=less than 1.0   b Units of CaCo3 required to; neutralize 100 unites of fertilizer (by weight)   c SS=slow soluble; SR-slow release

[ TABLE 2 ] 

NITROGEN FERTILIZERS

FAST RELEASE

 Urea

 Ammoniacal forms

 Ammonium sulfate

 Ammonium nitrate

 Calcium nitrate

SLOW RELEASE

 Sulfur-coated urea

 Plastic-coated urea

 Natural organic sources

 Methylene urea sources
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Two fertilizer stops a year satisfi es 
YardApes clients, and saves labor, 
says Shayne Newman.

All American Turf Beauty offers 

clients several treatment options, pro-

grams that feature four, fi ve or six visits 

from a technician each season. 

By contrast, YardApes, Inc., a 19-

year-old company founded by Shayne 

Newman operating out of New Mil-

ford, CT, offers lawn care as just one of 

a full palette of landscape services. 

Because of its service mix, Newman 

approaches lawn care — an important 

source of revenue for his company 

— with a different mind-set than most 

lawn-care-only operations. 

“We’d rather mow the lawns we 

fertilize because homeowners often do 

a bad job of mowing,” 

Newman says. “They 

mow the grass too low, 

scalp the lawn and use 

dull blades.”

Because YardApes 

mows and maintains 

many of the same prop-

erties that receive its lawn 

care services, Newman 

doesn’t want to create 

unnecessary mowing 

or bagging because of 

over aggressive fertilizing. This is one 

reason why it applies only two rounds 

of high-quality fertilizer annually to the 

lawns his fi rm maintains.

A justifi able cost

There’s an extra cost to using specially 

formulated, high-quality nitrogen 

fertilizers. In YardApes’ case, the higher 

cost is more than justifi ed because the 

product, which releases nutrients for a 

longer time and at a more controlled 

rate, fi ts his company’s business strategy 

and satisfi es customers. (See Table 2)

 “The fertilizer cost for the two 

rounds is about the same as three 

rounds we were doing 

before,” Newman says. 

“Take into account we’re 

eliminating the cost of 

labor needed for that 

third round. That frees 

up our guys to help 

with mowing and fall 

cleanup.” 

YardApes mows more than 250 

lawns a week. 

Another benefi t is that the lawns his 

company treats and mows don’t get an 

“insane spring fl ush of growth,” New-

man says. 

When Newman made the decision 

to change his program, he knew he had 

to educate customers to see the benefi ts 

for themselves, as well. He stressed 

that his company was using a superior 

product but the cost to clients would 

remain the same. They accepted the 

change because they were satisfi ed with 

his company’s service, Newman says.

To that end, all the company’s 

employees, not just the managers, are 

reminded constantly to monitor the 
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HOW TO READ THE LABEL
To purchase and apply turfgrass fertilizers intelligently, one must be able 
to read and understand a fertilizer label. Every fertilizer must be labeled 
stating the guaranteed chemical analysis of the material and, in almost all 
cases, the following label information: 

› the name or brand;

› potential acidity;

› manufacturer’s name and address; and 
› net weight of the fertilizer in the bag.

The guaranteed analysis is sometimes called the fertilizer grade, which is 
a listing of nutrients contained in the bag by weight. A complete fertilizer 
contains nitrogen (N), phosphate (P2O5) and potash (K2O), in contrast to 
an incomplete fertilizer that’s missing one of these three key elements. 

The ratio of the fertilizer is the relationship between N, P2O5 and K2O. A 
fertilizer with a 20-5-15 ratio contains 20% N, 5% P2O5 and 15% K2O by 
weight. A 50-lb. bag of 20-5-15 contains:

› 0.5 x 20 = 10 lbs. N

› 0.5 x 5 = 2.5 lbs. P2O5

› 0.5 x 15 = 7.5 lbs. K2O
Only nitrogen is expressed as an element, while phosphorus and 

potassium are present as oxides, meaning the elements are contained in 
the phosphate and potash compounds, respectively. Phosphate contains 
44% phosphorus, and potash contains 83% potassium as expressed in 
the formulas of their oxide forms, or P2O5 x 0.44 = P and K2O x 0.83 = K.

So, a 50 lb. bag of 20-5-15 would have 10 lbs. of nitrogen but only 1.1 
lbs. of phosphorus (0.5 x 5 x 0.44 = 1.1 lbs. P) and 6.2 lbs. of potassium 
(0.5 x 15 x 0.83 = 6.2 lbs. of K). 

WIN and WSN, two other terms on a bag of fertilizer, stand for water 
insoluble nitrogen and water-soluble nitrogen. WSN is quickly available 
to the turf and provides fast green-up and growth. WIN is slow released 
by one of several mechanisms, less likely to burn the turf and provides a 
longer-lasting response than WSN.

Other secondary elements — such as calcium, magnesium and sulfur, 
along with minute amounts of boron, chlorine, copper, iron and man-
ganese, molybdenum and zinc — are often found in fertilizers and are 
among the 17 essential nutrients for turfgrass.

continued on page 28

TO DETERMINE HOW MUCH FERTILIZER TO APPLY 

TO AN AREA OF TURFGRASS, ONE MUST KNOW: 

 1   the square footage of the turf to be treated;

 2   the recommended application rate; and

 3   the analysis of the fertilizer.

Using the 20-5-15 grade fertilizer with a recommended application rate of 1 lb. 

N/1,000 sq. ft., one can determine how many pounds of the fertilizer would 

be needed to treat a 5,000-sq.-ft. lawn. Because 5 lbs. of N is needed and 

the 50-lb. bag contains 10 lbs. of N, one can fi ll a spreader with 25 lbs. of the 

20-5-15 grade fertilizer for the application, using the formula (5 lbs. N) / (0.20) 

= 25 lbs. of N needed for the job.

In addition to superior service, lawn 
service companies have to cultivate 
trust with their clients, says Ken Mays 
in Baltimore.
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condition of the properties they treat 

and keep customers apprised of what 

they see.

“Some people really appreciate that, 

and some don’t care,” Newman says. 

But all customers want to see results 

— that’s what counts, he adds.

Always looking to improve

Landscape contractors can’t overes-

timate the importance of customer 

education and trust when it comes to 

providing lawn care services, says Ken 

Mays, who bought Baltimore-based 

Scientifi c Plant Services in 1975. Mays 

put this personal belief to the test in 

the fall of 2008 when his company 

combined its fi nal two lawn applica-

tions into one.

“We’re always looking to improve 

our operations and the value of our 

services, so we started looking at 

Polyon (a controlled-release fertilizer 

from Agrium Advanced Technologies), 

fi guring out what it’s about and how it 

can improve our services,” he says. 

When Mays determined the 

product could provide customers with 

the results they had come to expect 

from his company, while also eliminat-

ing labor and windshield time for his 

operation, he incorporated it into his 
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company’s fertility program.

“We told our customers they’re 

getting a better product for the same 

money,” he says. “We explained 

they’re going to get better results 

because some of the nitrogen in the 

product is going to be there waiting 

to go to work for their lawns in 

the spring. We also explained the 

benefi cial environmental aspects of 

it, in terms of runoff. That’s big here 

because of the Chesapeake Bay.”

By using a fertilizer with a longer 

release of nutrients, his employees 

have been able to spend more time 

monitoring and offering IPM ser-

vices to property owners rather than 

returning with a spreader each visit. 

In some cases, Scientifi c Plant 

Services makes just a single appli-

cation of fertilizer plus Barricade 

pre-emergent herbicide for its larger 

accounts (commercial properties, 

college grounds and apartment com-

plexes) and still sees great results.

Mays is able to dial in the 

nutrient-release capabilities of 

the polycoated fertilizer he needs 

for each round by using a special 

computer program offered by the 

manufacturer. Heading into the fall, 

Mays is looking at four different for-

mulations and will select the one he 

believes will deliver best results as he 

gets a better read of fall and winter 

weather conditions.

“Everybody’s accepted the 

changes we made and so far 

everybody’s been happy with the 

color and the performance of their 

lawns,” he says.

Lawn and landscape contractors 

agree fertility is the cornerstone and 

the starting point of what’s devel-

oped into their robust and profi table 

service industry. As one grinning 

lawn service owner said at a recent 

industry conference: “We get paid to 

grow it (turfgrass). Then we get paid 

to mow it. What a great business to 

be in!” LM

SMARTER TURF FERTILITY
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“We have enough phosphorus for 
most turf in the state, anyway.” 

– MARY BETH HENRY, COMMERCIAL HORTICULTURE SPECIALIST 
WITH THE HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY, FL, EXTENSION

Pinellas 
County will 
require 50% 
slow-release 
nitrogen by 
June 2010.

supporting it, insists that restricting 

turfgrass is the wrong direction to go in 

reducing runoff into streams, bays and 

lakes.  Properly fertilized and main-

tained turfgrass — i. e. healthy turfgrass 

— captures and mitigates runoff and its 

associated pollutants, they insist. 

Whatever is applied, Damon 

encourages contractors to refrain 

from water-soluble synthetics and use 

slow-release materials. She also recom-

mends contractors avoid combination 

products that contain fertilizer and 

pest controls, another sore point with 

application companies.

Other measures being 

promoted by the CBF 

align more closely with 

the interests and practices 

of most Green Industry 

contractors, if not on spe-

cifi cs at least on practices.

‘On established turf, 

raising mower heights 

will help grass thrive, “ 

Damon says.

“The minimum 

should be 3-in. tall,” she 

adds. “You’ll develop 

better roots, and the grass won’t brown 

as quickly. Plus, tall grass shades out 

weeds.”

Another sound practice is not over 

applying fertilizer. While it may pay off 

in short-term profi ts, it’ll leave the lawn 

more susceptible to diseases and won’t 

be good for the landscaping business in 

the long run.

Client education

It’s a good idea to show customers the 

results of the soil test — most state 

universities offer an inexpensive service 

— conducted on their lawns. 

“Without that, you have no idea 

what you are doing,” Damon says.

On the days when fertilizer is 

applied, it’s a good idea to sweep or 

blow any fertilizer on sidewalks or 

driveways back onto the grass, or put it 

back in the hopper and use it elsewhere.

Wherever a contractor is working, 

it’s a good idea to leave a 10-foot strip 

along the margin of a creek, pond or 

other body of water. This buffer zone 

keeps fertilizer out of the water.

Florida laws vary on water setbacks. 

“BMPs say that if you have a defl ec-

tor on one side of the spreader you can 

get as close as three feet 

from the water — with-

out a shield it’s 10 feet,” 

Henry says.

This, too, varies 

by municipality, even 

within counties. Some 

Florida towns recom-

mend a low-mainte-

nance zone of six to 10 

feet along any water.

Damon also advo-

cates leaving turf clip-

pings on the lawn. This 

recycles some nitrogen back into the 

turfgrass roots, she says.

All of this will require some change 

of thinking by contractors and custom-

ers, she adds.  It likely will have to start 

with the contractor explaining the 

benefi ts of an environmentally sensitive 

program for a customer’s lawn and area 

watersheds. Odds are most customers 

never have given a passing thought to 

the question. LM

harler is an experienced Green Industry 

editor who lives and works in Strongsville, 

OH. Contact him at curt@curtharler.com  


