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FERTILIZER	  DEFINITIONS	  

Synthetic fertilizer: Fertilizer produced by chemical mixing during manufacturing. Can be fast 
or slow release.   

Natural Fertilizer: Product from natural plant or animal materials or wastes.  They have a 
relatively low nitrogen content and usually the N is slow release.  Often they contain other 
essential plant nutrients. 

Organic fertilizer: Contains carbon in its chemical make up.  Can be fast or slow release. Can 
be synthetic or natural in origin. 

Complete fertilizer: A complete fertilizer contains nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium or N-P-
K, in that order on the label. 

Fertilizer grade:  The percentages of nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium in any fertilizer 
product are designated by the numbers in front of the N-P-K label.  For instance 5-10-10 
fertilizer contains 5 percent nitrogen, ten percent phosphorous and 10 percent potassium. A 50-lb 
bag of 5-10-10 contains 2.5 lb of nitrogen (5 percent of 50), 5 lb of phosphorous (10 percent of 
50), and 5 lb of potash (10 percent of 50). The grade is always listed on the container and always 
in the order of nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium. 

Liquid fertilizer grade (including flowables, suspensions, slurries): Even if the product is a 
liquid, the percentages of nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium in any fertilizer product are 
designated by the numbers in front of the N-P-K label.   If a 5 gallon jug of 5-10-10 liquid 
fertilizer weighs 25 pounds, the jug contains 1.25 lbs of nitrogen (5 percent of 25), 2.5 pounds of 
phosphorous (10 percent of 25 pounds) and 2.5 pounds of potassium (10 percent of 25 pounds).   

Solutions: Clear fluids in which materials are dissolved in water for liquid applications. 

Suspensions: Have dissolved and undissolved fertilizer materials which require continuous 
mechanical agitation to prevent settling and thus uneven application. 

Slurries: Have dissolved and undissolved fertilizer materials (powdered slow release products 
are in this category) and require continuous mechanical agitation to prevent settling and thus 
uneven applications. 

Flowable fertilizer. These products have extremely small particle size and added suspension 
agents but DO NOT require constant mechanical agitation during application.  

Suspension and slurry fertilizers require continuous mechanical agitation during application. 



Starter Fertilizer: These products have a relatively high P content compared to other fertilizers. 

Compound Fertilizer: A mixed fertilizer containing at least two of the elements N, P,or K. 

Complete Fertilizer: A fertilizer containing N, P and K. 

Blended Fertilizer: Mixed fertilizer produced by mixing solid fertilizer materials, eg, urea and 
potassium chloride. 

Turfgrass fertilizer: differs from crop fertilizer by having higher N content than either P or K 
content and by usually containing some for m of slow release N. 

Lightweight fertilizer: Nutrients are impregnated in or carried on materials such as vermiculite, 
ground corncobs, peat, compost or synthetic foam. 

Filler:  A substance added to fertilizer to provide bulk, to prevent caking or some other purpose 
other than providing nutrients. 

Volatilization:  If the pH of soil is high (alkaline), or low soil ability to hold on to nutrients with 
positive charges (cation exchange capacity), or if soil becomes too dry, or if temperatures are too 
high, then up to 30-40% of N is lost by turning into ammonia gas from both urea and ammonium 
compounds.  WATER FERTILIZER IN TO MINIMIZE THIS LOSS.   

Leaching: Leaching is the movement of a compound through soil and into groundwater. Nitrates 
are not attracted to soil because of their negative charge.  This negative charge will, however, 
stick to the positive end of a water molecule meaning that nitrates are easily washed through soil.  
Excess water from irrigation/rainfall compounds this problem.  Establishment of new turf 
provides the greatest potential for leaching.  Deeper rooted grasses are better for reduction of 
leaching. 

 


