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Little York Plantation Fact Sheet

Fertilizers: 
Keeping your Plants Healthy and Beautiful

One of the most important and often overlooked aspects of successful gardening is the proper use of fertilizers. Just as under fertilizing promises to leave plants stunted with yellow mottled foliage, over fertilizing may produce weak spindly foliage and aborted blooms. Fertilizers are not all the same and attention to analysis is essential so that plants are provided with a proper balance to promote prolific foliage growth and bloom.


Chemical analysis listed on fertilizer packaging is most often designated by three numbers which represent the major nutrients that plants require. The numbers, such as 5-10-5, show the percentages of nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium/potash (K) compounds that are present in the mixture. For example, the first number stipulates the percent of nitrogen in the fertilizer, the second number the percent of phosphorus and the third number the percent of potassium. Obviously numbers such as 5-10-5, 10-10-10, or 10-20-10 do not add up to 100%. The remaining material (60 to 80%) is composed of important yet non-fertilizing fillers or additives that allow respective fertilizers to be spread in the soil and absorbed by the plant to obtain the desired proportions.


It is always advisable to obtain a soil test to determine the amount of these essential elements that already exist 

in your soil. You can do this by contacting the County Cooperative Extension office or testing laboratory in 


your area. The small effort is well worth the long-term benefit.


The following describes the three major fertilizer components and their role in plant health:

· Nitrogen (N): Promotes strong vegetative growth and produces the dark green leaf and stem colors associated with healthy plants. With too little nitrogen the plants become stunted and have a yellow cast on the leaves. Too much nitrogen causes plants to grow too fast and stems and leaves to become weak.

· Phosphorus (P): This element speeds up maturity, stimulates root growth and aids in seed formation. It is the element that is most frequently lacking in soils.

· Potassium/ Potash (K): This element strengthens growth of both stems and leaves and improves root formation and growth. 

Fertilizers exist in many forms: as water-soluble concentrates, ready-to-use liquid formulas, ready-to-use granular or solid forms, loose or dust forms, etc. Some types of plants respond better to one form over the other. Consult the following fertilizer chart or ask your garden center associate for advice on the best formula and type to use for specific plants. Always carefully read packaging and labels for fertilizers for proper dosage and to check for plant sensitivity.
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