
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cornell Cooperative Extension in Suffolk County provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

 

 

Extension Education Center 
 
423 Griffing Avenue, Suite 100 
Riverhead, New York 11901-3071 
t. 631.727.7850 
f. 631.727.7130  

 
UPDATES ON THE NEW STATEWIDE PHOSPHOROUS LAW  
 
Recent state legislation has severely restricted the use of phosphorous fertilizer on turf in New 
York State.  This restriction is in addition to local Suffolk County law which restricts nitrogen 
fertilization on turf during certain times of the year.  The following are frequently asked 
questions and answers regarding the new legislation which went into effect January 1, 2012.  
There is also a DEC factsheet at the following link:  
 
http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/74885.html 
 
What is the new law regarding phosphorous use in lawn fertilizers in New York State? 
 
There is a new law that severely restricts the sale or use of phosphorous in lawn fertilizers with a 
few exceptions. 
 
When does the law take effect? 
 
 January 1, 2012 

 
Who is affected by the law? 

 
Manufacturers of lawn fertilizers, retailers and distributors of lawn fertilizers, pesticide 
applicators, any business managing lawns, homeowners managing their own lawns. 

 
Does the law just affect Suffolk County like the nitrogen fertilizer law? 
 
No.  This is a STATE LAW!!!!! 
 
Is there a DEC factsheet on the law? 
 
Yes.  The link is: http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/74885.html 
 
What does the law essentially say regarding the sale or use of phosphorous fertilizer? 
 
No person shall apply or authorize any person by way of service contract or other arrangement 
to apply in NEW YORK STATE any P fertilizer on lawn or non-agricultural turf EXCEPT: 
 
-When a soil test shows need for phosphorous 
 
-When used for newly established turf during FIRST GROWING SEASON 
 
 



If one of the exceptions is in place and you are allowed to apply are there still restrictions?   
 
Yes.  In Suffolk County you must consider both the local nitrogen law and the New York state 
phosphorous law.  In Suffolk County, No person shall apply ANY kind of fertilizer to: 
 
A. ---Lawn or non-agricultural turf between November 1 and April 1, annually.   
B. ---Any impervious surface including parking lots, roadways, and side walks and if this occurs, 
contain it and put it back on turf or in an appropriate container and used legally. 
C*. ---If the turf is within 20 feet of surface water.   
 
There is only one exception to the rule stated in C.  If you have a 10 foot wide vegetated buffer 
plus side guard splatter shields on a granular spreader, then you can apply granular fertilizer that 
does NOT contain phosphorous up to THREE feet away from surface water.   
 
 
What is considered to be a vegetative buffer? 
 
Planted, or naturally occurring vegetation including trees, shrubs and grasses. 
 
What exactly is the definition of a phosphorous fertilizer? 
 
Phosphorous fertilizer means fertilizer in which the available phosphate P2O5 content is 
GREATER than 0.67% by weight, EXCLUDING COMPOST 
 
Will people selling fertilizers have to post signage like they do for the Suffolk County nitrogen 
fertilizer law? 
 
Yes. 
 
Where will they get this signage? 
 
Go to http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/74885.html.  The DEC has prepared signs that can be 
printed, laminated and used to meet the laws requirements for in-store display. 
 
What does the sign have to say? 
 
The sign must state that “Phosphorus runoff poses a threat to water quality.  Therefore, under 
New York law, phosphorous-containing fertilizer may only be applied to lawn or non-
agricultural turf when: 
 

1. A soil test indicates that additional phosphorous is needed for growth of that lawn or 
non-agricultural turf; or 

2. The fertilizer is used for newly established lawn or non-agricultural turf during the first 
growing season.” 

 
What size does the sign have to be? 
 
The sign must be at least eight and one half inches by eleven inches. 



 
What other restrictions are imposed on people selling fertilizers? 
  
The law requires retail stores that sell or offer to sell to consumers specialty fertilizer in which 
the available phosphate content is greater than 0.67 percent to display such fertilizer separately 
from non-phosphorus specialty fertilizer,  
 
The law requires retail stores to post a sign in the location where phosphorus-containing 
specialty fertilizer is displayed stating that phosphorus runoff poses a threat to water quality, 
and therefore phosphorus-containing fertilizer may only be applied to lawn or non-agricultural 
turf when a soil test indicates a phosphorus deficiency or new lawn or non-agricultural turf is 
being established. 
 
BUT I purchased fertilizer containing phosphorous in 2011.  What should I do with is now? 
 
Persons would be allowed to continue to use phosphorus fertilizer on law and non-agricultural 
turf if the fertilizer was purchased prior to January 1, 2012.  You should have proof of that 
purchase date. 
 
What happens if I am caught violating the phosphorous law? 
 
If you are the owner of the turf, the owner’s agent, or an occupant of the household connected to 
the turf, you will receive a written warning and educational materials for a first violation, be 
liable for a civil penalty not to exceed $100 for a second violation, and be liable for a civil 
penalty not to exceed $250 for third and subsequent violations.  
 
Any other person would be liable for a civil penalty not to exceed $500 for a first violation, and 
not to exceed $1,000 for each subsequent violation. 
 
If I have bare spots in the lawn, can I apply phosphorous fertilizer without a soil test as long 
as I am within the legal dates for application and the correct distance away from surface 
water? 
 
Yes.  You can also use compost for this purpose. 
 
What about weed and feed products? 
 
Application must follow the law for acceptable date of application and if phosphate content is 
over 0.67%, then restrictions for phosphorous fertilizer application must be maintained. 
 
What about phosphite products? 
 
Phosphite, PO3, which is contained in some fungicide or turf enhancement products, is not 
restricted under this law. 
 
Are there any restrictions currently on fertilizers containing phosphorous that are for use on 
trees, shrubs or other plantings? 
 



No. 
 
Are there any restrictions on compost or compost tea under this law? 
 
No, unless any manipulation has occurred to the product either chemically or otherwise. 
 
 
Source: DEC Phosphorous Law Factsheet  http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/74885.html 
 
 


