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Lawns require adequate levels of plant nu-
trients throughout the growing season to

maintain healthy, vigorous growth. Use of fer-
tilizer is one of several important management
practices for establishing and maintaining a
beautiful lawn.

To fertilize your lawn correctly, you need to
understand its nutrient needs. Lawns in south-
ern Idaho often need four macronutrients:
nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), potassium (K),
and sulfur (S). In many areas of southern Idaho
lawns may also require the addition of iron (Fe)
for optimum growth.

Macronutrients
Nitrogen (N)

Nitrogen helps grasses produce healthy, lush
blades. Southern Idaho lawns need 3 to 5
pounds of actual N per 1,000 square feet each
year. The exact amount you apply depends on
your soil type, your choice of fertilizer, and the
number of months your lawn is actively grow-
ing. Avoid over-application of N because it
increases the potential for nitrate (NO3

-) leach-
ing. Nitrates that leach through soils and reach
groundwater (aquifer) pose a threat to human
health.

Two kinds of N fertilizers are available com-
mercially: slow release and quick release. Slow
release fertilizers become available slowly. Use
them in sandy soils, in soils that drain rapidly,
in soils that receive excessive watering, or
when grass plants are growing slowly (very

early spring and late fall). Slow release N fertil-
izers are often referred to as WIN (water in-
soluble nitrogen) materials. You can tell if a
material is slow release by reading the infor-
mation on a fertilizer bag.

Quick release fertilizers provide readily avail-
able N to plants. Quick release fertilizers (e.g.,
ammonium sulfate, ammonium nitrate, urea,
potassium nitrate) are best to use when the
grass is rapidly growing in the late spring and
early summer.

Phosphorus (P)
Phosphorus promotes strong root growth

and encourages lawns to thicken quickly. Phos-
phorus will not move appreciably with irriga-
tion water and will not cause leaf burning or
plant injury. Phosphorus fertilizer applications
may, therefore, be made at one time. Phospho-
rus may also encourage weed growth (dandeli-
ons) if applied to the surface of the grass or soil.

Potassium (K)
Adequate K is necessary for disease resis-

tance. This element also helps the lawn to
stand up to heavy traffic and promotes winter
hardiness. Potassium is usually present in ad-
equate quantities in lawns in southern Idaho.
Avoid over-applications because too much K
can result in the accumulation of salts in soils.

Sulfur (S)
Sulfur is essential for developing and main-

taining an attractive, deep green color in lawns.
Rapidly growing, intensively managed lawns
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