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PURPOSE OF TODAY’S TALK

 Help educate the public on 
fertilizer regulations which 
affect Wilmington’s Turf 
Management Plan, 
residents, and developers

 Promote awareness of 
stormwater sensitivities and 
phosphorus concerns

 Encourage thinking 
“outside the box” and 
break “1-Size Fits All” turf 
generalizations



…Speaking of Thinking Outside the Box 
Feynman’s Perspective on “Fire”
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BASIS OF THE REGULATIONS

 2012 Mass Legislature 
passed “An Act Relative to 
the Regulations of Plant 
Nutrients”

 The Act directed MDAR to 
develop regulations to 
ensure effective and 
efficient use of nutrients
330 CMR 31.00

 Helps get the most out of 
nutrients while protecting 
public health and the 
environment



WHAT DO THE REGULATIONS INVOLVE?

The regs establish 
standards for the 
application of plant 
nutrients, including 
limitations on phosphorus 
to turf and lawns

Regs became effective on 
June 5, 2015



WHO DO THE REGULATIONS APPLY TO?

 IN GENERAL:
Regs apply to ANYONE who 
applies plant nutrients to 
Agricultural and non-Ag land 
(turf and lawns).

 Record Keeping 
requirements only apply to 
professional applicators

 No licensing is required 
(Yet) $$$



REMEMBER
THIS IS NOT ABOUT PESTICIDES!!

 These regulations are about 
fertilizers, not pesticides.

MDAR is the enforcement 
agent, in both cases

 No license is currently 
required to apply fertilizers

 Record keeping 
requirements are similar to 
commercial pesticide 
applicators



THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE REGS:
(APPLY TO HOMEOWNERS AND PROFESSIONALS)

GENERAL RULE #1
 Phosphorus containing 

fertilizers may ONLY be 
applied when a soil test 
indicates it is needed or 
when a lawn is being 
established, patched, or 
renovated
Will Revisit Soil Testing Later

 Leads to “eutrophication”



Source: 
http://www.everything
connects.org/water-
pollution.html

THE EUTROPHICATION PROCESS



TOO MANY NUTRIENTS CAN CREATE “DEAD ZONES”



THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE REGS:
(APPLY TO HOMEOWNERS AND PROFESSIONALS)

GENERAL RULE #2
 Do not apply nutrients 

to sidewalks or other 
impervious surfaces.  

Materials that land on 
these surfaces need to 
be removed, swept, or 
blown back onto the 
grass.

MOUTH OF 
IPSWICH RIVER

MOUTH OF 
ROWLEY RIVER



THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE REGS:
(APPLY TO HOMEOWNERS AND PROFESSIONALS)

GENERAL RULE #3
 No applications of plant nutrients shall 

be made:
Between 12/1 and 3/1
 To frozen or snow covered ground
 To saturated soils
Within 20 feet of waterways if using 

broadcast spreader
Within a Zone 1 of public water supply
Within 100 feet of waters used for public 

water supply





THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE REGS:
(APPLY TO HOMEOWNERS AND PROFESSIONALS)

GENERAL RULE #4
 Applied plant nutrients shall 

not exceed Umass Guidelines 
for plant nutrient application 
rates to turf
When determining the amount of 

phosphorus and nitrogen to 
apply, the amounts known to 
have been applied by organic 
sources shall be accounted for 
(compost, biosolids, etc)



THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE REGS:
(APPLY TO PROFESSIONALS ONLY – NOT HOMEOWNERS)

GENERAL RULE #6
 Record keeping for nutrient applications to lawn and turf is 

required for PROFESSIONAL applicators



THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE REGS:

GENERAL RULE #7
 Retailers who sell phosphorus 

containing fertilizers are 
required to:

 Display phosphorus containing 
fertilizer products SEPARATE from 
phosphorus containing fertilizers

 Post a sign displaying language 
informing the consumer about 
phosphorus restrictions



MDAR 
Recommended 
Sign For 
Retailers



So…How Do You Know How Much To Apply?

INVESTIGATE YOUR SOILS !!



…But NOT this way



How Do You Know How Much To Apply?

 A nutrient analysis should be 
performed (Soil Test)
 UMASS Amherst Extension Office 

offers this service for $15
 Tests are good for 3 years

 Soil Tests will give you recommendations 
for Phosphorus and Potassium

 Nitrogen requirements cannot be 
determined by soil test, but rather 
recommended by turf type.

 This is how you would justify the use of 
phosphorus for maintenance purposes



Nutrients: Nitrogen, NO3-N (Up)
 Essential to every aspect of plant growth

 Levels vary due to changing weather 
and humidity conditions in New 
England, so soil tests are not useful in 
determining N levels.

 N recommendations are made based 
on type of turf, grass, or plant being fed 
(UMASS Recommendations)

 Provides quick energy, most noticeable 
nutrient.  



Nutrients: Nitrogen, NO3-N (Up)

 New England soils typically have a 
naturally occurring nitrogen deficiency.

 Plants have evolved to use as much 
nitrogen as possible, sometimes at the 
expense of other nutrients.

 So then…how does it get to water ways?
 Leaching through sandy soils

 Runoff from steep yard slopes

 Over use, improper spreading, bad timing



UMASS Guidelines for Nitrogen on Turf
Based on Grass Type

** Note that in this case “Per Season” refers to “Per 
Year” or Full Growing Season

Source: 
UMASS Extension BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR 
SOIL & NUTRIENT MANAGEMENT IN TURF SYSTEMS



UMASS Guidelines 
for Nitrogen on Turf
(Recommended 
rates by frequency)

Source: 
UMASS Extension BEST 
MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR 
SOIL & NUTRIENT 
MANAGEMENT IN TURF SYSTEMS





Nutrients: Phosphorus, P2O5 (Down)
 Phosphorus helps plants use the 

energy created by photosynthesis 
to drive its metabolism

 Deficiencies can lead to weak 
roots (down)

 Phosphorus can occur naturally in 
a maintained turf soil, from natural 
breakdown of matter, which is 
why it’s easy to overload 
phosphorus and create leaching

 Once soil tests reveal Phosphorus 
in optimum range, only a small 
amount is needed to maintain 
level



Nutrients: Potassium, K – K20 (All Around)

 Rivals Nitrogen as the nutrient 
plants absorb in greatest amounts

 Plants deficient in K are unable to 
utilize nitrogen and water 
efficiently and are more 
susceptible to disease.

 Sandy soils tend to lose K quickly 
from leaching

 Provides overall health and 
disease tolerance

 Too much Potassium is not 
typically detrimental Symptoms of typical P and K deficiencies



Other Information from Soil Testing

Calcium and Magnesium 
Readings
Liming Recommendations

 pH Levels
New England has acidic soils

CEC (Cation Exchange 
Capacity)
Ability to retain & supply 

nutrients
Sandy soils have low CECs

pH Scale

6.5 Ideal for grasses



Achieving Maximum Nutrient Potential

Source: Colorado State University Co-Op Extension

pH Scale
Acidic side Basic sideNeutral Zone



Sometimes…it’s not what you think

 High Magnesium can be an indicator 
of tight soils

 May warrant Gypsum (calcium sulfate) to 
help loosen soils

SINGLE FAMILY HOUSE CASE STUDY



Questions?

Thank You !
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