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As lawmakers and activists debate the fate of our Indian River Lagoon, us gardeners can 

do our part to bring about healthier foliage that will in turn benefit our dear and 

dilapidated lagoon. 

You’ve likely read many “What not to do in the landscape”-type articles, but I’d rather 

cover some practices that could actually help the IRL (Indian River Lagoon). 

First, a little review. Our soils are primarily sand with low levels of nutrients. A primary 

element missing from our soils is organic matter, which increases the water holding and 

nutrient holding capacity of the soil — something the IRL could use some serious help 

with. Healthy soil should have at least 5 percent organic matter, yet our soils typically 

have less than 1 percent. Even in our natural hammock areas that receive a lot of leaf 

debris, they may only contain, at most, approximately 2 percent organic matter. 

If every yard, landscape and garden was growing in soil that had at least 5 percent 

organic matter, just think of how much rainfall and irrigation would be soaked up and held 

in the soil, for not only does the IRL receive stormwater runoff from all of the impervious 

surfaces within its watershed, but even the soil isn’t helping out. Most people probably 

think their yard isn’t big enough to affect the IRL, but if all of the yards in the watershed of 

the IRL were combined that would equal a large area with a big impact. 
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Enough prep, start planting and pruning this April 

 

The best thing that anyone who owns green space can do to help their plants and the IRL 

is balance the four major cations: calcium, magnesium, potassium and sodium. When 

calcium and magnesium are balanced, it creates a soil that actually builds organic matter. 

Ppotassium and sodium are also balanced, the soil is remineralized with rock powder 

(i.e. Azomite) or kelp and any mineral deficiencies are corrected. With the creation of 

organic matter comes a soil that contains 25 percent water, 25 percent air, a pH level 

within the range of 6.0-6.5 (where all of the nutrients are at their maximum level of 

availability) and nutrient-dense food crops. 

 

Balancing the soil will require a willingness to think outside of the traditional fertilizer bag. 

Instead of applying a synthetic fertilizer, the soil will be nourished by organic matter and 

minerals. The organic matter is a food source for the soil microbes, which, when consumed 

by the microbes, will provide nitrogen and other nutrients in small amounts for the plants to 

use. The increase in organic matter will also increase the nutrient holding capacity of the 

soil, which will help to keep nitrogen and phosphorus from leaching into the IRL. So 

instead of just opening a bag, there might be a number of products that need to be mixed 

together and applied to the soil. 

If you aren’t quite on board with the idea of mixing your own fertilizer, there are other things 

that you can do to nurture your soil. One practice that you could adopt would be to reduce 

or possibly even eliminate the use of synthetic fertilizers. Synthetic fertilizers, the portions 

that aren’t labeled a water insoluble nitrogen source, do not require soil microbes to break 

it down to make the nitrogen available to the plants. Instead, the synthetic nitrogen 

dissolves in water and flows down through the soil to hopefully be absorbed by the roots of 

plants. The use of organic fertilizers (or organic sources of nitrogen like feather meal, fish 

meal, soybean meal or cotton seed meal) is very beneficial as they are food sources for 

the soil microbes and can also add organic matter to your soil. 

 

What we know about the Indian River Lagoon fish kill 

 

All lawns, landscapes and gardens soils would benefit from the following practices: 
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• Don’t fertilize unless you have had the soil tested. This is so important because excess 

levels of nutrients tie up other nutrients in the soil. So, the problem for your plants isn’t 

always that there isn’t enough nutrients in the ground — it very well could be that there is 

too much of a nutrient present in the soil. 

• Remineralize the soil by applying Azomite at a rate of 10 pounds per 1,000 square feet. This 

product is from a volcanic source and supplies many of the trace elements required by 

plants and animals. 

• Top dress the lawn with a quarter- to half-inch layer of compost at least every six months. 

For landscape plants and gardens, periodically apply organic matter around the base of 

plants. It is fine to place it over mulch as the rain and irrigation will wash it down. 

• Spray the lawn with a liquid seaweed solution using a hose-end sprayer. If the lawn has 

never been sprayed with liquid seaweed, then spray it weekly for a month or two and then 

aim to spray it every two to three weeks. This will supply the grass with trace elements and 

growth hormones, which have been shown to help plants handle flood, drought and cold. 

For edible plants, such as vegetables and fruit crops, aim to spray the foliage weekly with 

liquid seaweed using a hand pump-up sprayer. Try to cover both sides of the foliage with a 

fine mist. Landscape plants can be sprayed if there is a problem with insects or diseases 

as their presence is a sign that the plant is stressed. Most often, that stress is a nutritional 

deficiency. 

• Speaking of plant stress, one of the top stressers for turf is being mowed too short. St. 

Augustine grass and Bahia grass should be mowed at 3 to 4 inches high. Typically, most 

lawns appear to be mowed only about a couple inches high, and because the root system 

of the turf can only grow as deep as the grass blades are high, that means less leaf blade 

to photosynthesize and less root system to absorb water and nutrients. It is a very simple 

fix, and so beneficial for the turf. 

• Don’t fight the weeds with herbicides, for as long as your soil is out of balance the weeds 

won’t be going anywhere. Exposure to herbicides — or to any pesticide for that matter — 

can possibly lead to adverse health effects in future years. The good news is that when 

weeds are mowed they can look nice and green like a lawn; the bad news is weeds are 

actually an indicator of soil health, so the more weeds the lower the soil health. 

 

The art of succulents: No green thumbs needed 

 

Soil testing 

If you are interested in getting your soil tested, either to balance the soil or to check for 

excess levels of nutrients, just email me at sasc@ufl.edu and I can send you the correct 
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form. I hope that many of you will be interested in adopting some of these practices so that 

you can enjoy a healthier yard, while helping out the Indian River Lagoon! 

Sally Scalera is an urban horticulture agent and master gardener coordinator for the 

University of Florida’s Institute of Food and Agriculture Sciences. 

 

 


