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For warm-season grasses this is not an issue since they do not need fertilizer, especially nitrogen, at this 
time of year.  For tall fescue, the only cool-season species of real concern for homeowners and 
professional landscapers, this is the proper time of year to fertilize.  It would not be prudent to apply 
fertilizer if it can not be "watered-in".  In fact, it could cause injury through salt burn if allowed to stay 
in contact with the turfgrass plant for an extended period.  

One of the turfgrass water conservation practices is to reduce nitrogen fertilization during periods of 
drought.  There is no need to push the plant when other resources (i.e. water) are limited.  However, now 
is the time for cool-season grasses to expand their root systems, which helps with drought avoidance, 
and nutrients are needed for this process.  This is quite a decision, to fertilize or not to fertilize.  

I recommend homeowners have fertilizer handy and ready for application prior to the next favorable rain 
forecast.  For example, if there is a better then 40% chance of rain within the next 48 hours apply 
fertilizer.  Be sure the applicator is properly calibrated and apply no more than 1.0 pound of nitrogen / 
1000 ft2 in a single application.  Choose a fertilizer which has the appropriate amount of phosphorus and 
potassium as indicated through soil test analysis.  Also understand and accept this is a gamble. Even 
with a good chance of rain it may not rain and some injury could occur if the weather stays dry.  

There is no easy solution for professionals.  DNR-EPD Outdoor Water Use Guidelines and the 
associated exemptions state that irrigation is permissible for a 30 day grace period for new 
establishments and "watering-in of pesticides and herbicides on turf" for landscapes installed or 
maintained by "professionally certified or licensed landscapers".  Fertilizer application is not explicitly 
exempted and could well be interpreted as falling outside the exemptions. Obviously contractors with 
many accounts have trouble with this because they can not possibly visit every client within 48 hours of 
impending rain.  The only suggestion I have for these companies to prioritize and service the most 
necessary accounts first. 
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