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NITROGEN 
 

What is actual nitrogen?   
 
This refers to the total amount of nitrogen applied rather than the amount of fertilizer product 
applied.  For example, what we generally want at each fertilization is one pound of NITROGEN, 
not product, to be spread over each 1000 square feet at each fertilization.   
 
What is fast release nitrogen?  
 
Nitrogen that is soluble in water and so is rapidly available to plants but is also rapidly gone after 
release. 
 
What is slow release nitrogen?  
 
Nitrogen that is either insoluble in water or is coated so that it is slowly available as that coating 
dissolves or is broken down.  It is designated on the label as W.I.N. or water insoluble nitrogen. 
 
Why do we need to add nitrogen?   
 
Even if the soil is supplied with readily decomposable organic matter, there will be limited 
capacity to supply N because it is likely to be immobilized in the soil and thus unavailable.  Any 
significant build up of available N, if it occurs, is subject to loss, particularly nitrates.   
 
Can excess nitrogen result in yellowing of the turf?   
 
Yes, either through accumulation of fertilizer salts, or by shading of the lower parts of the grass 
plant by excessive top growth.  The second type of yellowing is especially visible after mowing. 
 
Can excess nitrogen reduce turf tolerance to stress?   
 
Definitely!!!  Excess nitrogen reduces tolerance to high or low temperatures, drought, 
compaction, and wear.   
 
Can excess nitrogen increase the chance of wilting?   
 
Yes.  The greater the level of excess nitrogen the greater the chances of wilting for a variety of 
physical reasons including root loss at high nitrogen levels, and increased water loss through 
plant pores. 
 
Can excess nitrogen increase water use?  
 



Yes.  More top growth needs more water and if roots decline and become short, watering needs 
to occur more often. 
 
Can excess nitrogen actually thin out the turf?  
 
Yes, rate of spread for filling by rhizomes in turf may be reduced due excess nitrogen. 
 
Can nitrogen applied after annual grasses (like crabgrass) have germinated increase weed 
problems?   
 
Yes, application of nitrogen at this time may benefit annual grassy weeds---unfortunately organic 
fertilizers may not be released until after annual grassy weeds have germinated if attention is not 
paid to fertilizer timing. 
 
Can low nitrogen cause dandelions to increase?  
 
Yes, dandelions will effectively out compete grass at low nitrogen levels. 
 
Does nitrogen application affect the level of clover?  
 
Yes, because clover fixes nitrogen on its roots.  Therefore apply more nitrogen and less 
phosphorous to discourage clover. 
 
Does nitrogen level at establishment influence what kinds of grasses are dominant?   
 
Yes.   

-Low nitrogen levels in a mixed Kentucky bluegrass fescue stand will favor fescue 
-High nitrogen levels in a mixed Kentucky bluegrass fescue stand will favor Kentucky 

bluegrass. 
-High nitrogen levels shortly after germination of a perennial rye/Kentucky bluegrass mix 

favors rye because the bluegrass is slower and can’t compete 
-High nitrogen levels enhance annual bluegrass especially early in the spring 

 
Does nitrogen affect the incidence of disease?   
 
Yes.  Too little nitrogen promotes some diseases like dollar spot, red thread and rust and too 
much promotes others like pythium, pink snow mold and brown patch. 
 
Does clippings removal REALLY affect nitrogen levels?  
 
Yes!!! Routinely removing clippings removes 25-60% of nitrogen supplies and nutrient 
deficiencies occur where clippings are regularly removed and no fertilizer is put back on. 
 
Are there times I should avoid nitrogen applications altogether?  
 
Yes, nitrogen applications should be avoided on frozen turf an on summer dormant turf.  Avoid 
applications on moisture stressed or high temperature stressed turf.  Avoid applications closer 
than 20 feet to open water. 


