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Time to Fertilize the Shrubs


In the old TV show “The Beverly Hillbillies” Granny was always trying to cure folks with a generous application of her “Spring Tonic.” According to Granny it was a sure cure for anything that “ails man or beast.” Too often I find that homeowners use fertilizer just like Granny’s spring tonic. They give their plants a big slug of it every spring and then expect their plants to grow like gangbusters all season long.  It is a good idea to fertilize most ornamentals now but we need to apply a moderate amount of fertilizer. Then, we need to follow this spring “tonic” with additional applications in May and July.

Fertilizers supply essential nutrients that are important for plant growth, flowering, and fruit set. This is particularly true in areas where much of the native topsoil was removed during grading for the home. Fertilizer can be used to help compensate for the nutrients that were lost when the topsoil was removed.  Plants growing on “good” soil can also experience deficiencies over time. Nutrients are removed by harvesting fruit, removing clippings and pruning. Rainfall can slowly leach many nutrients from a site. In fact, the nitrogen from most fertilizer applications is all gone within about six weeks.

Many ornamentals put on a rapid flush of growth in spring. By applying fertilizer in March we supply the nutrients needed to get those plants off to a good start. If we repeat applications in May and again in July we can be sure that our ornamentals have a steady supply of nutrients throughout the growing season. 

Some folks operate under the theory that “if a little is good a lot is better.” This will get you in serious trouble with fertilizers. Too much fertilizer can create a salt burn on plant roots. Azaleas, for example, are easily burned by excessive fertilizer applications. If using 10-10-10 fertilizer use only one level tablespoon of fertilizer per foot of plant height. Avoid placing fertilizer at the next to the stem at the base of the plant. Instead, spread it in a ring at the edge or “drip line” of the plant. 

A general purpose fertilizer like 10-10-10 or 8-8-8 will satisfy the needs of most ornamental plants. Premium or specialty fertilizers cost more but my offer the benefit of containing extra micro-nutrients or slow release coatings so that they require less frequent applications. Be sure and read the label directions of any fertilizer material before purchasing. Also, be careful not to use weed & feed type fertilizers intended for the lawn in your ornamental beds. Some of these fertilizer materials contain weed killers that may be harmful to ornamental plants. Organic fertilizer materials are another good option.

Ground covers like liriope, ivy, and vinca will also benefit from fertilizer applications. Apply one pound of a general purpose fertilizer per 100 square feet of plant bed for best results. Don’t apply any fertilizer to plants while their foliage is wet from rain or dew. In fact, it is best to brush off any fertilizer that remains on foliage after a broadcast application even in dry weather.

Many of you may be planting new one gallon shrubs to replace those lost in the drought. Newly planted one gallon shrubs will benefit from the application of one teaspoon of an 8-10% nitrogen fertilizer in March, May, and again in July. 

Of course the best way to determine the fertilizer needs of your plants is to have the soil tested by you local Extension office. The test costs only $8 and the report will tell you exactly what you need to do for your plants. If you have questions about fertilizer rates, give me call at the office or stop by and pick up a copy of our free bulletin, Care of Ornamental Plants in the Landscape.  If you are going to give your plants a dose of spring tonic be sure you give them the right dosage!
