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ARE YOU GOING TO FERTILIZE THIS YEAR? 
  
Every year or so we drag out the paper entitled "COMMERCIAL PRODUCTION OF 
ENGLISH HOLLY IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST", by A. N. Roberts and R. L. Ticknor, 
and review their observations concerning nutrient movement in this broadleaf evergreen. 
Their paper points out the necessity to fertilize in late fall and very early in the spring, since 
the older leaves on the stems act as nutrient storage areas. Following is a portion of their 
paper: 
 
Seasonal Changes in Nutrient Status 
 
"Evergreen leaves, such as holly, persist on the tree for two to three years. Cultivars differ in 
their ability to retain leaves; those which are best suited for commercial cutting will maintain 
many leaves into the third year. Holly leaves have the ability to supply organic and inorganic 
nutrients to new shoots expanding in the spring and early summer and to replenish these 
again at other times of the year. This ability is evident in the leaf dry weight changes and the 
total nitrogen and phosphorus leaf contents found at various times of the year. These data 
show two periods when the older leaves are called upon to supply nutrients to new parts of 
the plant. First, when the buds are rapidly expanding into leafy shoots (May-July) and again 
in September and October when the berries are growing rapidly and filling their seeds. These 
seeds apparently put heavy demands on the two-year leaves for phosphorus. With some 
cultivars this demand during berry-ripening may bring about yellowing and premature drop 
of the leaves. The same condition may develop in the spring when new shoot growth is 
occurring, if nutrient levels are not sufficiently high in the plant. 
 

It is well to apply nitrogen and phosphorus  
fertilizers in early spring and fall.... 

 
Fall application will assure adequate levels of nitrogen and phosphorus for optimum shoot 
growth and foliage color in the early spring and summer. The spring application will renew 
these tree reserves sufficiently to carry the foliage through the summer and fall, when the 
berries start making their demands." 
 
I believe that the most important points are the following: 
1. Old leaves act as nutrient storage areas. 
2. Maximum nutrient storage appears to occur during the winter months and peaks in about 
April for phosphorus, in this study. This shows that the plants take up nutrients all winter. 



3. As new leaves, shoots and berries begin to grow, much of the needed nutrients appear to 
come from the storage maintained in the older leaves. Therefore, early summer fertilization 
probably has little effect on growth which is occurring at the time the fertilizer is being 
applied. 
 

What are the most common symptoms indicating  
poor fertilization of narrow and broadleaved evergreens? 
 

Narrow leaf evergreens hold their leaves for several years, as do broadleaved evergreens. 
Since hungry trees can always be spotted because they have few, if any second and third year 
needles, it should pay us to fertilize in late fall and early spring so as to maintain these older 
needles and leaves. 
  
Look first at the number of 3rd or 4th year needles or leaves. Next, look at the number of 2nd 
year leaves. On Rhododendrons and others which tend to produce several flushes of growth 
each year, look at the number of flushes of growth. 
 
Leaves present on only one flush of growth - the tree is generally very hungry.; two flushes - 
the plant has received a token amount of fertilizer; three to four flushes - the plants are doing 
great. Other symptoms tell the story are leaf size and color. Be careful however, about putting 
too much emphasis on color, as plants can be "greened up", by feeding in the summer, but 
may exhibit much smaller than normal leaves. What often occurs is that the plant starts 
hungry in the spring, the leaves expand, but remain small. About the time of leaf expansion, 
the grower throws on a little fertilizer and then the leaves take on a nice dark green color. In 
the meantime, the older leaves are falling off and the new growth has leaves that look good 
but are about half the size that they should be. 
 

What should you do? 
 
First, check to see how many flushes of leaves or years showing leaves, are on your trees. 
Second, test your soil so that you know exactly what elements are lacking. Third, fertilize in 
late fall and again in the spring. Don't try to do all your fertilizing once or twice each year - 
spread it around - the plant will get more and the leaching will be less. 
 
 
  

 
Pesticide Use - Due to constantly changing laws and regulations, no liability for the suggested use of chemicals 
in this Newsletter is assumed by the ONW Newsletter. Pesticides should be applied according to label directions 
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