
 
 

 

9 April, 2014 

 

Ms. Kelli McGee 

Director, Growth and Resource Management 

Volusia County 

 

Dear Ms. McGee, 

 

This is in response to your letter of 25 March, 2014, regarding a more stringent fertilizer ordinance for Volusia 

County. The specific provisions that you have asked for comment on are: 

 

1. No fertilizer containing phosphorus shall be applied to turf, sod, lawns or landscape plants unless a soil 

or plant tissue deficiency is verified by a testing methodology approved by the University of Florida, 

Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences. If a deficiency is verified, the application of fertilizer 

containing phosphorus shall adhere to the rates and directions for the Southern Region of Florida, as 

adopted by Florida Administrative Code Rule.  

2. All fertilizers containing nitrogen shall contain at least 50% slow release nitrogen per a Guaranteed 

Analysis Label.  

 

In regard to phosphorus application, UF-IFAS recommends that the Urban Turf Fertilizer Rule (RE-1.003(2) 

FAC) serve as the guideline for local fertilizer ordinances. The Rule stipulates that a maximum of 0.25 pounds 

of P2O5 per 1,000 square feet is allowed per application, with no more than 0.50 pounds allowed annually. No 

additional P can be applied unless a soil test indicates that P levels are deficient. Providing adequate levels of 

phosphorus is very important for turfgrass and deficiencies of this macronutrient can lead to loss of groundcover 

turf, which can result in soil erosion, weed intrusion and less ability for filtration of stormwater runoff in the 

urban environment 

 

Liu et. al. (2008) studied the minimal P requirements for St. Augustinegrass grown in sandy soils. It was 

determined that the minimal P tissue concentration for this species was 1.8 g P kg
-1

 of dried leaf tissue for 

maintenance of a healthy turfgrass cover. Phosphorus application would not be needed if soil Mehlich-1 P 

concentrations were above 10 mg kg
-1

. 

 

Gonzalez (2010) looked at phosphorus leaching in St. Augustinegrass and zoysiagrass and found that 

percentage of applied P that leached was less than 0.25 and 5% from St. Augustinegrass and zoysiagrass, 

respectively. He further concluded that P could be applied to St. Augustinegrass at the currently allowable rates 

under that the Urban Turf Fertilizer Rule without adverse leaching when applied during the growing season. 

 

In general, P requirements of turfgrass are lower than the other macronutrients and some Florida soils contain 

adequate amounts of plant available P. However, many developments and homes are constructed on soils that 

may be brought in during the construction phase that may less suitable for plant growth than the original topsoil. 



These soils may have little or no plant available P and P deficiency can be induced in turfgrass over time in 

these cases, which could result in decreased ground cover and stormwater filtration, as well as increased soil 

erosion and weed intrusion. Therefore, we recommend that the P limits in the Rule be followed for maintenance 

of a healthy turf.  

 

In regard to percentage of slow release nitrogen, we again recommend that the Urban Turf Fertilizer Rule be 

followed. The Rule places limits on the amount of the soluble fraction of the nitrogen that can be applied. The 

maximum allowed is currently 0.7 lbs N 1,000 ft
-2

 per application. This allows for application of a 30% slow 

release nitrogen fertilizer at a 1 lb. N 1,000 ft
-2

 rate, whereas the current proposal (minimum 50% slow release 

N) restricts this to a maximum of 0.5 lbs N 1,000 ft
-2

. Research has shown that application of up to 1 lb soluble 

N 1,000 ft
-2

 to St. Augustinegrass will not result in greater nitrate-N leached than from application of 0.5 lbs 

(Trenholm et al., 2012), when applied to actively growing, healthy turf.   

 

Other research looked specifically at nitrate-N leaching from various N sources over a 4-yr period (Trenholm et 

al., 2013). In 2 of the 4 years (2009 and 2010), there were no differences in nitrate-N leached during the 

growing season due to N source from either St. Augustinegrass or zoysiagrass. In 2008, there were no 

differences in nitrate-N leached due to N source from St. Augustinegrass. Annual cumulative nitrate-N leaching 

from zoysiagrass was greater from one of the soluble N sources (ammonium nitrate) than from soluble urea or 

any of the slow release N sources. In 2011, annual cumulative nitrate-N leaching was significantly greater from 

ammonium nitrate, a polymer coated treatment and milorganite than from control plots.  

 

These results indicate that N source (soluble vs. slow release) is generally not a factor influencing nitrate-N 

leaching when N fertilizer is applied at the correct rates and timing to a healthy turfgrass with good ground 

cover. Nitrate-N leaching can be better reduced through implementation of UF-IFAS Best Management 

Practices (training and certification now mandatory for commercial fertilizer applicators applying on urban turf) 

and The Florida Friendly Landscaping
TM

 Program for homeowners. Following all of the recommended cultural 

practices in terms of selection, mowing and irrigation will provide a healthy dense ground cover that can reduce 

soil erosion, weed intrusion and improve stormwater filtering in the urban environment. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Laurie E. Trenholm, Ph.D. 

Professor, Environmental Horticulture 
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