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Phosphorus Bans
and the home gardener
Tom McMannon
Most gardeners know that phosphorus, the P in N-P-K, is an essential 
component of fertilizers.  Phosphorus is recommended as a promoter 
of blooms and root growth. It is also an essential part of the 
photosynthesis process.

Phosphate Rock is a non-renewable resource like petroleum. It’s 
thought to have formed by the precipitation of phosphate from 
seawater mixed with the skeletons of ancient sea creatures and is 
mined in many locations around the globe. Experts believe that peak 
production will occur  in the next several decades and in a short time, 
readily available sources will be exhausted.

Phosphorus is becoming increasingly rare at the same time that 
surplus Phosphorus is causing problems in lakes and other bodies of 
water worldwide. It’s pretty obvious that a lot of phosphorus is not 
reaching its intended target.

The issue is more complex than legislators would have us believe. The 
phosphorus used in synthetic fertilizers is water soluble and quickly 
leaches out of the soil and into waterways. But natural sources of 
phosphorus (autumn leaf fall, for example) can also contribute to 
high concentrations in runoff.

Some localities have banned the use of phosphorus in lawn 
fertilizers. These are often  communities near  water ecosystems that 
have already been affected by phosphorus runoff.  Blooms of algae 
are fueled by phosphorus. The organisms compete for nutrients and 
as they die and decay they deplete the water of oxygen, causing 
immense aquatic dead zones. Some localities in Michigan–notably 
Ann Arbor–have banned the use of phosphorus in lawn fertilizers 
since 2007 and are seeing reductions in phosphorus runoff as a 
result. 

Minnesota (The Land of 10,000 Lakes) has had a statewide law 
banning use and sale of phosphorus lawn fertilizer in effect since 
2005 and Wisconsin recently passed a similar law. Marysville, Ohio 
based Scotts/Miracle-Gro has removed  phosphorus from its lawn 
maintenance fertilizers sold in the US. They will continue to produce 
starter fertilizer products for new lawns  and an organic lawn food 
that includes phosphorus.

Tampa, Florida has taken things a bit further. Beginning in 2012, 
the city prohibits the sale and use (on lawns) of fertilizer containing 
nitrogen as well as phosphorus during the June 1 to September 30 
rainy season.  Golf courses and vegetable gardens are exempt. The 
rest of the year, residents will have to use fertilizer that contains at 
least 50 percent slow-release nitrogen.

What does this mean to the home gardener? Probably not much. 
While some Ohio and Indiana communities around the Great 
Lakes are looking at legal alternatives,  Ohio, Indiana and Kentucky 
at present have no statewide ban. Other all-purpose fertilizers 
containing phosphorus are not affected by the current bans.

Remember, the laws only apply to lawn fertilizers and most 
established lawns don’t need additional phosphorus. If you are in 
an area affected by the bans and a soil analysis shows you need 
phosphorus, you may use phosphorus on your lawn. Farms are 
exempt from the bans.

Rock phosphate, bone meal, compost, manure, Milorganite (not 
allowed for use in certified organic agricultural production according 
to the USDA) and eggshells are some natural sources of phosphorus.  
Leaving grass clippings on the lawn will help retain phosphorus. 
Some horticulturists promote the use of human urine to supplement 
phosphorus.

Hostas Direct recommends feeding hostas using a balanced 
fertilizer (10-10-10 for example) before they emerge in  the spring 
then following with one that is lower in nitrogen and higher in 
phosphorus and potassium. Bob Solberg of Green Hill Farm has 
recommended MiracleGro tomato food (18-18-21) because it 
includes magnesium.

Phosphorus is often present but unavailable due to the pH or other 
factors. A soil test is the only way to determine if your lawn or 
garden needs additional phosphorus. In Hamilton County, Ohio call 
513-772-SOIL and ask about the soil fertility testing kit.  Hamilton 
County residents may purchase soil test kits for $12 if picked up 
or $14 if mailed. In Kentucky or Indiana call your local Cooperative 
Extension office for instructions.

Want to learn more? Check out the links below.

http://barebonesgardening.blogspot.com/2007/10/free-urea-based-
fertilizer.html 
http://www.popsci.com/environment/article/2009-09/fertilizer-future-
might-be-closer-we-think 
http://eartheasy.com/blog/2009/01/peak-phosphorus/ 
http://blog.mlive.com/grpress/2008/05/phosphorus_ban_looms_your_
lawn.html 
http://www.hostasdirect.com/ 
http://water.epa.gov/learn/training/wacademy/upload/2011_9_21_
slides.pdf 
http://www.cga.ct.gov/2012/rpt/2012-R-0076.htm
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Meeting 5/18/2013 
The intermittant drizzle 
couldn’t dampen the 
spirits of the members 
attending the May 18 
meeting in the garden 
of Terry and Marie 
Huizing (say high-zing). 
Terry regaled us with 
several hair-raising tales 
involving tree incursions 
then set us loose. 
The hillside garden 
(panorama on right) is 
filled with mature Hosta 
and dozens of trees, 
shrubs and perrenials. 

The native fieldstone plays a leading role in the garden’s hardscape. The large flat stones 
have been assembled like a jigsaw puzzle to form paths and steps.

The rain finally let up enough that we could enjoy our brown bag lunches with the desserts 
provided by member volumteers.
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