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Don’t Let Vegetables Run Out of Gas

My folks had a little Jack Russell terrier named Chief. Undoubtedly, that dog had more energy than any animal I have ever seen. One day while my folks were visiting I decided to see just how much energy Chief really had. While my parents and I talked I threw a small stick down the hill in front of my house. Chief eagerly brought it back. I threw it again. I did it again and again. I don’t know how long this kept up but I know my arm felt like it was going to fall off before Chief finally got tired of the game. It took a lot to make him “run out of gas.” Now is the time we need to be concerned about plants running out of gas in the vegetable garden as well. We don’t want them quitting on us!

The late freeze this year resulted in many folks either planting later or having to replant some of their vegetables. These plants have been eagerly growing for the past several weeks but it is about time for them to “run out of gas” and need additional fertilizer.

One of the plant nutrients most responsible for plant growth and stem and shoot elongation is nitrogen. Unfortunately, nitrogen doesn’t last for long periods of time in our soil. Many of the other plant nutrients are tightly held by clay particles in the soil. That is not true for nitrogen. Nitrogen is either used by the plant, leached away by rain and irrigation water or volatilized into the air in a period of as little as four to six weeks. Even if you applied sufficient fertilizer prior to planting most of the nitrogen you applied is unavailable to the plants four weeks or less after planting.

This nitrogen shortage can cause your plants to become stunted and the yield of fresh vegetables to drop. Typically this situation can be remedied by the process we call “side-dressing.” Side-dressing is simply the spreading of additional fertilizer to one side of the vegetable row to provide the nitrogen and other plant nutrients that may be needed to maximize your harvest.

The “side” part of side-dressing is important. By now most vegetable plants have begun to grow and develop a good root system. If you place this additional high nitrogen fertilizer at the base of plants you risk burning these roots. By placing the fertilizer off to one side of the row you prevent burning and allow the expanding root system to access the fertilizer gradually as the plant grows.

While the availability of nitrogen affects the timing of side-dress fertilizer applications the stage of plant development plays a part as well. Beans, for example, can be side-dressed when they are at the four leaf stage. Pepper, eggplant, and tomatoes can be side-dressed after the first fruit is set. Summer squash benefits from side-dressing when the plants are 8-10 inches tall.

Cucumbers, watermelon, pumpkins, and gourds need side-dressing when the vines begin to run. My favorite vegetable, Okra, needs side-dressing after the first pods are harvested. Sweet corn should be side-dressed when it is about 8 inches tall and then again when it reaches knee height.

Most gardeners side-dress plants with a fertilizer that is relatively high in nitrogen. If you are gardening in relatively poor soil your plants may benefit from sidedressing with a complete fertilizer like 10-10-10. The best way to know for sure how to fertilize your garden is to take a soil sample for analysis. Give me a call and I’ll be glad to help you with instructions. We don’t want your vegetable garden to run out of gas!

