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In my previous Eco Talk article, I discussed how water is the driving force behind phosphorus
(P) movement in the landscape. At a personal and/or local level, overcoming issues related to
phosphorus pollution can be overwhelming, but there are a number of ways each of us can
reduce our P footprint. Taking action to reduce the amount of P making its way to local water
bodies is important to consider as residents of watersheds where P pollution is an ongoing
issue, such as the Owasco Lake Watershed.

One of the most important things we can do to reduce our P footprint is to get the soils in our
lawns and gardens tested before we apply fertilizer. It needs to be noted that effective Jan. 1,
2012, New York state passed a law that prohibits:

The use of phosphorus lawn fertilizer, unless establishing a new lawn or with a soil test
showing that the lawn does not have enough P
The application of lawn fertilizer on impervious surfaces, and requires the pickup of fertilizer
applied to or spilled onto impervious surfaces
The application of lawn fertilizer within 20 feet of any surface water, except where there is a
vegetative buffer of at least 10 feet or where the fertilizer is applied by a device with a
spreader guard
The application of lawn fertilizer containing nitrogen, phosphorus or potassium between
Dec. 1 and April 1.

A link to the details of this law can be found at dec.ny.gov/chemical67239.html.

To obtain a soil test for your lawn or garden, contact the Cornell Cooperative Extension of
Cayuga County for materials to send the sample to the Cornell Nutrient Analysis Lab. Once we
know how much P is already in our soil, we can make educated decisions about how much
fertilizer we really need to add. Ideally, the soil should only have as much P as our plants
require, because any extra P will make its way to our streams and lakes. If we find that we need
fertilizer to meet our plant-growing goals, we should try to:

Apply no more than the recommended amount
Apply fertilizer when we expect the weather to be sunny, with little to no wind for the next
several days
Avoid over-watering after fertilizer application

If we apply fertilizer on or before a rainy day, or water our garden or lawn too much after we
apply fertilizer, it is likely that the fertilizer we just applied will be transported away from where
we need it to be. The same is true for a windy day; wind can carry fertilizer away from where it
is needed.
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In addition to getting our soil tested, we can mix organic matter like grass clippings and leaves
into garden beds as a natural fertilizer. Grass clippings and leaves are great sources of P, but
they need time to decompose and release P that is usable by plants. If this is not an option, we
should take steps to dispose of these materials properly. Otherwise, they will add more P to
local streams.

Many types of "green infrastructure" slow down storm water and allow it to infiltrate into the
underlying soil. When water can infiltrate into the soil, P also infiltrates. Green infrastructure
designs are becoming increasingly common in environments with impervious surfaces.
Impervious surfaces include any material on the ground that water cannot pass through (e.g.
sidewalks, blacktop, etc.). Permeable pavers are an exception to this. They are made of
materials that allow water and P to infiltrate the soil below and require proper installation and
maintenance to reach expected water quality improvement outcomes. Other green
infrastructure designs focused on slowing down the movement of water and nutrients like P
include rain gardens, green roofs and many more. For more information on green infrastructure,
visit the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency website at
water.epa.gov/infrastructure/greeninfrastructure.

Septic system maintenance can reduce P pollution because human waste can serve as a P
source. A septic system should be pumped out every two to five years (for a three-bedroom
house with a 1,000-gallon tank) and avoid using septic system additives
(epa.gov/nutrientpollution/what-you-can-do-your-home). According to the EPA, "There is no
scientific evidence that biological and chemical additives aid or accelerate decomposition in
septic tanks; some additives can in fact be detrimental to the septic system or contaminate
ground water." Be sure to plant only grass in the septic system drain field, because plants with
large roots can damage the tank and connecting pipes.

There are some other very simple actions we can take to reducing our P footprint. We can use
phosphate-free soaps, detergents and cleaners in the kitchen and around the house. Also, we
can pick up pet waste and avoid walking pets near streams and water bodies. Since roadside
drains often lead directly to local lakes and streams, we should try to avoid activities that
contribute nutrients or other pollutants to storm drains. We can wash our cars with non-toxic,
phosphate-free soaps on the lawn so both the clean and dirty water are absorbed into the
ground rather than on impervious surfaces like the pavement or gravel. In addition to using as
little soap and water as possible, we can use a spray nozzle to restrict water flow and wring out
sponges over a bucket or in the sink instead of doing this over the ground. If there is absolutely
no sink available, it is better to empty dirty water over the grass rather than dumping it directly
down the storm drain. For more information. visit epa.gov/nutrientpollution/what-you-can-do-
your-home.


