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     Fertilizer is second only to seed in importance to the success of your garden.  Charlton County soil has definite nutritional needs.  As a gardener you must meet these needs if you hope to make a productive garden.

     Of the 16 essential nutrients, only three will be needed in large amounts.  Nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K) are the three that are the most deficient in all Charlton County soils. 

     What happens if your garden soil doesn’t have enough of these nutrients?  Here’s what to look for:  Nitrogen: A general chlorsis (yellowing) of the older leaves, slow growth and small leaves.  Plants don’t show any vigor.  Phosphorus:  Slow-growing plants with dark, blue-green leaves, possibly with red or purple veins (especially in plants in cold wet soils).  Potassium:  The margin of lower leaves look yellow and may develop brown regions.  Plants are slow-growing and generally unthrifty.

     The state law requires that the analysis of fertilizer be clearly stated on the container, regardless of size.  If you buy 100 pounds of a fertilizer that has 5-10-15 on the bag, you’re getting 5 pounds of N, 10 pounds of P and 15 pounds of K for a total of 30 pounds of plant nutrients.  The other 70 pounds may be micro-nutrients, fillers or soil conditioners.   

     In most cases, broadcast the fertilizer over the row and work it into the top 5-6 inches of the soil.  It needs to be in the root zone for the plant to make the most efficient use of the fertilizer.
     Three classes of feeders are in the garden:  Heavy Feeders: cabbage, celery, Irish potatoes, lettuce, onions, sweet potatoes and tomatoes.  Medium feeders:  artichoke, asparagus, beans (all types), beet, cantaloupe, carrot, cucumber, egg plant, English pea, herbs and okra, pepper, pumpkin, radish, sweet corn, watermelon, all greens.  Light Feeders:  Southern peas.

     After the first fertilizer application and plants are growing well, it will be time to apply fertilizer again, this time according to the growth of the plant.  Give tomatoes another feeding when the first tomatoes are about the size of a quarter.  Feed peppers when the small peppers are about the same size.  Egg plant is one crop that should be fed lightly about every four weeks.  Feed the greens (turnips, collards, broccoli, cauliflower, kale) about four weeks after they begin growing and again about three to four weeks later.
     Irish potatoes require more feedings of sidedressings in sandy soils.  When side-dressing, several types of fertilizers can be used.  Ammonium nitrate (33.5 % N) and potassium nitrate (13 % N and 44 % K) are two you can use.  Use only half as much ammonium nitrate as calcium nitrate.  Place side-dressing at least 4 inches to the side of the plants to keep from burning the young roots.

     The best way to determine the nutritional needs of your garden is with a soil sample.  The Charlton County Extension Service will have your soil analyzed and provide you with a recommendation. Soil samples are $10.00 each.  Stop by the Extension Office and pick up a soil testing bag.
