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By becoming familiar with a few terms used when working with fertilizers and lawns, you can better understand 
the enclosed recommendations. You can also become a better consumer and environmentalist when you know 
what kind of fertilizer to buy, how much to use and how much is just plain wasteful and possibly harmful to 
your grass. 
  

Soil pH and Lime 
  

The pH of a soil is used to indicate the acidity or alkalinity of a soil. The pH scale has 14 divisions. 7.0 is 
neutral; values of 6.9 or lower indicate an acid soil; values of 7.1 and higher indicate an alkaline soil. 
Turfgrasses grow best in a pH range of 6.0-7.0. Soils with pH values greatly above or below this range will 
require some treatment. 
  
When a soil is very acid (pH 4.5-5.0), some nutrients become unavailable to plants. Ground limestone is added 
to neutralize the acidity and raise the pH to increase nutrient availability. 
  
Likewise, when a soil is very alkaline (7.5-8.0+), other nutrients become deficient to plants. The soil must be 
acidified to lower the pH. This can be accomplished by applying elemental sulfur or acidifying fertilizer. Apply 
only 5 pounds of sulfur per 1000 square feet, once in spring and once in fall.  Do not exceed this rate. 
  
The pH of a soil is not lowered or raised quickly; these materials need time to work in the soil.  If your soil is 
very acid, you may need to make applications of lime for several years.  You should test the soil each year until 
it comes into proper range.  Adding a double dose is not the solution; proper application rates and patience will 
work the best. 

 
What’s in a Bag of Fertilizer 

  

A complete fertilizer contains nitrogen (N), available phosphoric acid (P2O5) and soluble potash (K2O), and is 
written simply as N-P-K.  These elements are also referred to in this order.  The fertilizer analysis lists the 
percentage of these major plant nutrients.  A fertilizer with an analysis of 5-5-5- would contain 5% N, 5% P2O5, 
5% K2O and have a fertilizer ratio of 1:1:1.   
  
A 10-10-10 would contain 10% of each element and, therefore, is more concentrated but also has a 1:1:1 ratio.  
A 100 lb bag of 10-10-10 would supply 10 lbs of N, 10 lbs of P2O5 and 10 lbs of K2O.   
  
What’s in the remaining 70 lbs? Other minerals and elements, some of which are used by turf grasses. 
  
Questions to ask yourself when choosing a fertilizer to apply to your lawn: 
 

 A. What ratio should the fertilizer have? 
 B. How many pounds of nutrients will be needed by the lawn? 
 C. Which fertilizers are available in the local lawn supply store?  What analysis do these contain? 

Interpretation of Soil Report and Recommendations for your Lawn 
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D. How often should this be applied according to the recommendations? 

 
  
For example . . . 

Recommended Treatment 1 
 A. Fertilizer ratio should be 1-1-1 (all nutrients should be supplied in the same equal proportion). 
  

B. The fertilizer will need to supply 2 lbs. of N, 2 lbs. of P and 2 lbs. of K per 1000 sq. ft. 
  

C. Available locally, is a fertilizer which has an analysis of 10-10-10 (10% N, 10% P and 10% K). 
  

Calculations: 20 lbs. of 10-10-10 will provide    2 lbs N,   2 lbs P   and   2 lbs K 
  10% of 20 - 2 lbs. 
  Thus, 20 lbs of 10-10-10 will cover    1000 sq. ft. 
  

D. One application only 
  
 
Another example . . . 

Recommended Treatment 2 
  
A. Fertilizer ratio should be 2-1-1 (Nitrogen will be twice that of Phosphorus and Potassium). 
  

B. The fertilizer will need to supply 1 lb of N per 1000 sq. ft. each  time you apply. 
  

C. Available is 20-10-10. 
  

Calculations: 10 lbs of 20-10-10 would =  
  2 lbs N, 1 lb P, 1 lb K  -  too much! 
   
  5 lbs of 20-10-10 would =  
  1 lb N,   1/2 lb P,   1/2 lb K 
  
 

Facts to Keep in Mind 
  
⇒ Nitrogen (N) is added to give grass its green color and lush growth.  Phosphorus (P) and potassium (K) must 

also be provided. 
  
⇒ Grass should not be wet when lime or fertilizer is applied.  This will cause leaf burn.  Once lime and 

fertilizer are applied, water these materials off the foliage of the grass to the soil surface so they can begin to 
react with the soil. 

  
⇒ Calibrate your spreader properly and do not overlap the rows while applying lime or fertilizer. 
  
If you have limed and fertilized according to the recommendations and have seen no response, the nutrient level 
may not be the problem.  Other factors may be the cause of your problems. 
  
** The Home Lawns bulletin is a complete guide to establishing and maintaining the home lawn. 
** For more information, contact Master Gardeners at Cornell Cooperative Extension Erie County. 


