
Fertilizers can pollute water supplies  
 
   It may be hard to believe, but homeowners use 
ten times more chemical fertilizers per acre than 
farmers use on farmland. Proper fertilizer use can 
enhance plant growth without polluting the environ-
ment. If improperly applied, excess chemicals can 
be carried by storm water runoff into wells, lakes 
and streams, which can pollute drinking water sup-
plies, harm wildlife habitat and choke waterways. 
 
How do fertilizers hurt the environment? 
 
   Phosporus and nitrogen are the two ingredients 
most commonly used in fertilizers. When these sub-
stances build up in lakes, it leads to an explosion of 
plant and algae growth, often followed by a massive 
die-off with the dead vegetation decomposing in the 
water. This high rate of decomposition uses up the 
oxygen supply in the water, depriving fish of the 
oxygen they need to breathe and causing fish kills. 
Certain algal blooms can even be directly harmful to 
us if we swim in them. 
   Nitrogen generally produces the greatest growth 
response in plants, but its presence in drinking wa-
ter can cause serious health problems. For exam-
ple, nitrate levels as low as 10 parts per million in 
drinking water have caused blue-baby syndrome 
(inability to breathe). Humans older than 6 months 
are not seriously affected, but cattle and sheep are 
susceptible.  
   Nitrogen is present in soils as nitrate ion, ammo-
nium ion and as a component of soil organic matter. 
It is completely soluble and not tightly held by soil 
particles. Therefore, nitrates can readily leach 
downward with percolating water and contaminate 
groundwater supplies. Phosphorus from organic 
compounds, such as lawn clippings and tree leaves, 
is also highly soluble. 
 
Modify fertilizer usage 
 
   It is actually okay not to fertilize at all. Most lawns 
can draw the nutrients they need from the clippings 
that fall back on grass after mowing. 

   If you decide you need to fertilize occasionally, have 
your soil tested first. Make sure that at least half of the 
nitrogen in your fertilizer is slow-release or water in-
soluble. Slow-release fertilizers are less likely to leach 
out or wash away in runoff. Apply no more than 1 
pound per 1,000 square feet of lawn and fertilize no 
more than once or possibly twice each year (April and 
August). Use a low spreader setting and water-in the 
fertilizer lightly. Never apply fertilizer before a storm. 
 
More yard care tips 
 
Compost yard waste to produce natural mulch. 
Mulch provides nutrients, stores water and protects 
plants from and diseases. Yard and food waste are a 
gardener’s gold! Vegetable scraps and coffee grounds 
can also be added, but do not use meat, dairy or oils, 
which can attract pests. Turn the compost every few 
weeks and sprinkle with water in dry weather. It can 
be ready for use in three months. Compost also 
makes good potting soil. 
 
Water deeply but infrequently. Watering too much 
or too little causes many common plant problems. 
Proper watering means healthier plants, lower water 
bills and conservation of precious resources. 
• Build the soil with compost and mulch to hold wa-
ter and reduce evaporation. 
• Choose low-water-use plants. 
• Use soaker hoses or drop irrigation on beds. 
• Use an outdoor water timer. 
• Water lawns separately from other plantings. 
• Water dry soil slowly to enhance absorption. 
• Water in early morning. 
• Allow an established lawn to go dormant during 
dry spells. Brown areas will bounce back in the fall. 

 
Make good use of rainfall. Direct downspouts out 
into lawns, rain gardens or rain barrel. Use open 
pavers, gravel or other pavement options that let rain 
seep into the soil. Plant dense strips of native trees, 
shrubs and ground covers next to streams, lakes and 
ditches to stabilize soil and to slow and filter runoff. 
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