
If you have ever bought a container or bag of fer-
tilizer to use on anything from African violets to 
your turf, the label on the package has informa-
tion on it concerning the contents and how to ap-
ply them.  In fact, since 1889, Florida has had a 
fertilizer law that helps regulate the manufacture 
and sale of this material.  The law indicates that 
each container of fertilizer have a label that de-
tails information on what materials are contained 
in the fertilizer.  This label is an important com-
munication tool that the consumer should care-
fully review.  So why do we fertilize plants and 
what’s in a bag of fertilizer? 
 
We fertilize our plants for many reasons con-
cerning both the appearance of the plant or in 
consideration for the production of food crops.  
Fertilizers help plants grow roots and shoots, 
and supports flowering or fruiting.  In our area of 
Florida, fertilizers are also important for correct-
ing or preventing nutrient deficiencies.  The 
proper and responsible use of fertilizer not only 
grows good, sustainable plants, but can also 
protect the environment and saves money.  A 
basic understanding of fertilizer garnered from a 
fertilizer label can be a helpful beginning. 
 
There are all types of basic information on a fer-
tilizer label including the brand name, the net 
weight, manufacturers name/address, and the 
source of the various fertilizer materials.  There 
is also what is called the guaranteed analysis 
which pertains to the nutrients such as 15-0-15, 
10-10-10, 30-30-30, etc.  Complete fertilizers 
contain a mixture of nitrogen, phosphorus and 
potassium.  A fertilizer with an analysis of 10-10-
10 for example has 10% nitrogen, 10% phospho-
rus, and 10% potassium.  Nitrogen or “N” is the 
first number in a fertilizer formula, and includes 
different types of nitrogen such as water soluble 

and water insoluble forms.  Some forms of nitro-
gen are coated with sulfur or plastic materials 
that make them insoluble.  This allows for a long-
term release of nitrogen over a period of time.  
Nitrogen promotes growth and a deep green 
color.  The amount of phosphorus is also listed 
on the label – the second number after nitrogen - 
and is represented with a “P”.  Phosphorus can 
be in the form of water-soluble or citrate-acid 
soluble.  Soil tests indicate that our residential 
soils often have plenty of phosphorus already 
and additional applications may not be needed.  
Phosphorus supports root growth and helps the 
plant resist stress. 
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Potassium is the third number and is symbolized 
by a “K”.  Also called potash, potassium, is solu-
ble and is immediately available to plants.  Po-
tassium helps with photosynthesis, water bal-
ance and cold tolerance. 
 
Fertilizers may also contain secondary plant nu-
trients often called micronutrients such as man-
ganese, boron, zinc, copper, etc., which are 
needed by plants in only small amounts.  While 
only needed in small quantities, deficiencies of 
these nutrients can be detrimental to some 
plants. 
 

Fertilizers can also be further categorized as ei-
ther organic or inorganic depending on their nu-
trient sources.  For instance, inorganic sources 
may include such materials as ammonium ni-
trate, ammonium phosphate, or potassium chlo-
ride.  Organic fertilizers generally include com-
posted manures, compost, and plant or animal 
bi-product residues. 
 
While this article provides only a small snapshot 
of what is in a fertilizer, read the label for more 
information on application, timing and specific 
plant requirements. 
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Ralph Mitchell is the Extension Director/Horticulture 
Agent for Charlotte County UF/IFAS Extension Service.  
Ralph can be reached at 941.764.4344 or by email: 
Ralph.Mitchell@CharlotteFL.com. 
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For more information about our  
Florida Yards and Neighborhoods 
Program, please contact our FYN 
Horticulture Program Assistant,  

Allison Turner, at 764.4351 or email 
Allison.Turner@CharlotteFL.com.   

Allison can help educate you about the 
FYN Program so you can create a 

beautiful, Florida-Friendly landscape that 
saves you time and money while 

conserving precious water resources  
and reducing pollution. 

 
contact a  

MASTER GARDENER  
on the Plant Lifeline from 1:00pm-
4:00pm Monday, Wednesday, and 

Friday at 764.4340 or by email 
Master.Gardener@charlottefl.com.   

 
You can also visit them at  

one of our many Plant Clinics  
around the county:  

http://charlotte.ifas.ufl.edu/PlantClinics.pdf 


