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Next
Meeting

Tuesday: March 11, 2008 at 9:30 A.M.
at the Elsie Quirk Library, Englewood

Program: To Be Announced
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The 
Gardening News

Gardening in 
Southwest Florida in 

March

Gardening for Seniors
From the day we were born we have been getting older but not until we 
reached Jack Benny’s age of thirty nine have we noticed that it plays a role 
in our ability to garden. Age plays a role in strength, mobility, dexter-
ity and most certainly energy. So this article will try to explore what we 
can do in and with our gardens to make them more friendly to the older 
gardener.

One aspect of a senior’s life that doesn’t necessarily diminish as we age 
is our ability to remember and to think. This may have good and bad 
consequences. On the bad side we remember gardens we had in some 
northern state that seemed to take care of itself after the spring feeding 
and the spring rains. That just doesn’t work down here and I suspect it 
wasn’t totally true up north. On the good side there are many techniques, 
procedures and activities that were learned in your early gardening experi-
ences that are directly related to gardening in southwest Florida gardens. 
Fertilizing plants, watering those plants, planting them in the first place, 
plant propagation such as cuttings and pruning are skills that are useful 
no matter where your garden grows. Only the timing of certain events 
may be a little different.

What are factors that would work to the senior gardener’s advantage? 
I see this more as a problem in garden design which will be a persistent 
theme throughout this article. Keep in mind those factors of strength, 
mobility, dexterity and energy which may keep a senior from enjoying his 
or her gardening experience.

First, the garden and flower beds should be easily accessible from the 
house. Near the house would be ideal because the closer they are to the 

The time to start a spring garden has 
passed. There are gardeners with extremely 
green thumbs who are able to plant and 
grow borderline fruits and vegetables 
this month but for the majority of us we 
should wait until October when condi-
tions are more favorable.

When you prune your plants in the 
spring give them a shot of fertilizer and 
water them well. Within a few weeks new 
growth will appear. It should be a healthy 
deep green. When the new growth is 
about six inches long, pinch out the ter-
minal bud at the tip of the shoot. Within 
a few weeks several new branches will ap-
pear. When they get to be six inches long 
again remove the terminal bud. You will 
find you are growing more bushy shrubs.

Most citrus will be bursting out in new 
growth and flowers this month. Early in 
the month, preferrably before the new 
growth appears, remove all dead twigs 
from the citrus if you haven’t already done 
so.

March is still in the dry season so during 
March and April irrigation is essential if 
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No President’s Message This Month
There will not be any President’s Message this issue. Pat and his family all developed flu 
like symptoms, after a short vacation which has laid them all low. His column will be 
back in its usual place in April.

Sarasota County’s 
Fertilizer & Landscape Management Code

Sarasota County passed an ordinance (#2007–062) which is designed to reduce nutrient 
pollution flowing into the bays. The following are some of the highlights of that ordi-
nance taken from a brochure developed for homeowners. 

Fertilizer–free Zone
No fertilizer may be applied to impervious (non-porous) surfaces, and any spillage must 
be removed. Fertilizer may not be applied within 10 feet of any water body or wetland.

Low–Maintenance Zone
A six-foot low-maintenance zone of landscape plants appropriate to preventing fertilizer 
runoff is recommended for any water body or wetland.

Restricted Season
No fertilizer containing nitrogen or phosphorus shall be applied to turf or landscape 
plants between June 1 – September 30 of each year.

Phosphorus Applications
Shall not exceed 0.25 pounds per 1,000 square feet at each application, and shall not 
exceed a total of 0.5 pounds per 1,000 square feet per year.

Nitrogen Applications
Nitrogen fertilizer must contain at least 50 percent slow-release nitrogen. No more than 
four pounds of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet may be applied to turf or landscape plants 
each year.

Deflector Shields
A deflector shield is required on all broadcast spreaders to prevent fertilizer from being 
applied with 10 feet of any water body or wetland.

Grass Clippings
No grass clippings, vegetative material or vegetative debris may be deposited in storm 
water drains, ditches, conveyances, water bodies or roadways. 

Commercial and Institutional Fertilizer Applicators
All applicators of fertilizer (except homeowners on their own property) must receive 
training and certification in a Sarasota County–approved Best Management Practices 
(BMP) training program.

Children Are So 
Smart

I have to thank my wife, Diane, for 
bringing these anecdotes to my at-
tention.

A little girl was talking to 
her teacher about whales. 
The teacher said it was physi-
cally impossible for a whale 
to swallow a human because 
even though it was a very 
large mammal its throat was 
very small.

The little girl stated that 
Jonah was swallowed by a 
whale. Irritated, the teacher 
reiterated that a whale could 
not swallow a human; it was 
physically impossible.

The little girl said, “When I 
get to heaven I will ask Jo-
nah.”

The teacher asked, “What if 
Jonah went to hell?”

The little girl replied “Then 
you ask him.”

A Kindergarten teacher was ob-
serving her classroom of children 
while they were drawing. She 
would occasionally walk around 
to see each child’s work. As she got 
to one little girl who was work-
ing diligently, she asked what the 
drawing was.

The girl replied, “I’m drawing 
God.”

The teacher paused and said, “But 
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Field Trip To Bethel Farm
in Arcadia

Gerry Frig has organized a trip to Bethel 
Farms in Arcadia for Wednesday, March 
12th 2008. At Bethel Farms our tour 
director will be Jonathan Brown, who first 
spoke to us in November. He is intimately 
involved in the development of new grass 
species, especially Empire Zoysia. 

Those going on the trip will car pool from 
the Elsie Quirk Library. Since they want 
us at the farm between 9:30 and 10:00 am 
and the trip is about 1¼ hours, we must 
leave the library no later than 8:15. Better 
be early than late.

After the tour, about noon, we will have 
lunch at the Desoto Restaurant in Arca-
dia. It is highly recommended by the crew 
at the farm. It has been newly renovated, 
the food is good and it is not expensive.

gardener’s house the more often it will be visited. Garden paths should 
have a non-slip surface to reduce the chance of accidents. The surface 
of the path should also be porous enough to allow rain water and irri-
gated water to seep through. This will eliminate standing water and algae 
buildup, both of which cause slippery surfaces.

Another suggestion is to make the pathways wide enough to accommo-
date a wheelchair or a walker. The gardener may not use either of these 
devises but visitors or relatives might. That way a pleasantly shaded sitting 
area would be accessible to all.

Planting beds that are raised would allow the gardener to comfortably 
reach into the center.. For this reason the beds should not be overly wide 
either. A convenient water source is critical. Dragging hoses around the 
garden may be the hardest and most frustrating aspects of keeping the gar-
den beautiful. Long hoses curling over the pathways make it hard to move 
around and can actually be dangerous. 

Drip irrigation or soaker hoses eliminate most of the work. Or you could 
have plenty of water outlets installed in the planting beds and use short 
hoses. Lever faucets are easier to turn on and off than other types.

Hose-end shutoff valves stop water loss and resulting slippery areas while 
hoses are being moved. In addition, long-handled water wands are a tre-
mendous convenience for garden work.

Provide storage for all garden tools and supplies where they are easy to 
collect on the way to the garden. Better still would be a small storage shed 
right in your garden. Unfortunately many of our deed restricted com-
munities don’t allow this type of structure on the homeowner’s property. 
One way around that is to mount a large rural route mailbox on a post or 
a fence in your garden and store small hand tools, a bit of fertilizer in a 
water tight container and similar supplies in it. It saves a lot of back and 
forth to the garage.

A carpenter’s apron can aslo come in handy for holding a gardener’s tools. 
If the gardener is wheelchair bound, a handy organizational pouch with 
a Velcro™ strap to attach to the chair can be very helpful. More and more 
devices and tools are on the market designed especially for seniors and/or  
people with physical disabilities. They all should be thoroughly evaluated 
in terms of their value for seniors. If it doesn’t do a better job than a tool 
you already have it isn’t worth buying. The whole idea is to put yourself in 
the position of the senior gardener. We all will get there some day. Rede-
signing your garden or someone else’s garden means that the enjoyment of 
gardening will not end.

Finally, don’t forget the comfortable and shady sitting area I alluded to 
earlier. Family, friends and gardeners appreciate a place to take a break and 
enjoy the results of their hard work.

Gardening for Seniors

no one knows what God looks 
like.”

Without missing a beat, or looking 
up from her drawing, the little girl 
replied, “They will in a minute.”

One day a little girl was 
sitting and watching her 
mother do the dishes at the 
sink. She noticed that her 
mother had several strands 
of white hair sticking out in 
contrast to her brunette hair. 
She looked at her mother 
and inquisively asked, “Why 
are some of you hairs white, 
Mom?”

Her mother replied, “Well, 
every time that you do some-
thing wrong and make me 
cry or unhappy, one of my 
hairs turns white.”

The little girl thought about 
this revelation for a while 
and then said, “Momma, how 
come ALL of grandma’s hairs 
are white?”

Children Are So Smart
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March GardeningImportant Non-Powered Tools 
for Gardeners

Recently I was looking at the gardening tools hanging in my garage and was wondering 
if I needed each one and what would be an essential list of non-powered tools for the 
beginning gardener. My list closely resembled a list published in the March 2000 issue of 
Flower and Garden, so I decided to use their list.

The Long-handled Round-point Shovel
If you are going to own only one shovel, 
this one should be it, since you can do just 
about anything with it.

Garden Spade
Because of the garden spade’s rectangular 
blade, it is an efficient slicing tool to make 
holes for planting shrubs, edging beds and 
borders and cutting through weeds and 
stubborn shrub roots.

Garden Hoe
The garden hoe is used for chopping weeds 
so they don’t grow back and for spreading 
soil in the garden. By holding the blade 
at an angle, you can use the garden hoe to 
make furrows for seed planting.

Trowel
Probably one of the most used small tools 
is the trowel, which is ideal for digging 
small holes for planting and transplanting 
annuals, vegetables and other small plants.

Cultivator
Sometimes referred to as a hand fork, the 
cultivator is used for weeding, and as its 
name implies, for cultivating the soil. It 
weeds faster than a trowel, but is less pre-
cise, so you must be careful not to damage 
desirable plants.

Bow Rake
This tool is used for grading and smooth-
ing the soil when creating new beds and 
lawns. Similar to a level-head rake, only 
with a curved or bowed head, the bow 
rake is used to bring soil toward you when 
its tines are facing down or push soil away 
when its tines are facing upward.

Lawn Rake or Leaf Rake
The lawn rake is used for clearing fallen 
leaves, twigs and other lawn debris.

Wheelbarrow
The wheelbarrow is great for hauling your 
garden supplies, for mixing soil or moving 
composing material. Its single wheel makes 
it especially easy to maneuver. 

Hand Pruners
One of the most useful garden tools, hand 
pruners are ideal for cutting off dead and 
damaged branches from shrubs and other 
small plants.

Grass Shears
Grass shears are handy for trimming grass 
in areas that your lawn mower misses, such 
as the lawn’s edges and around tree trunks 
and flower beds. String trimmers have 
taken over many of the things that grass 
shears used to do but with far less finesse.

Hedge Shears
Similar to grass shears, only longer, this 
tool is useful for trimming shrubs and 
hedges. It can be used for many other 
gardening activities.

Hose Reel
To keep your hoses from becoming 
tangled and kinked to the point of near 
uselessness, you should invest in A quality 
hose reel. This device—similar to a large 
spool with a handle that allows you to 
wind and unwind your hose as needed—
can be used free standing, wall mounted 
or on wheels.

These tools have been called “The Dirty 
Dozen” Garden Tools. The following are 
some other factors you should consider 
when buying tools.

• Test all the tools by holding them 
the way they would be used. If it feels 
awkward in your hands try another. It 
has to feel right or you won’t use it.

• The tools should be the right weight. 
Too heavy and you will get tired 
quickly. Too light and it may break eas-
ily.

• Buy the best tools you can afford. You 
will have them for a long time and you 
will enjoy using them. Look for fea-
tures that will help make your garden 
easier and more pleasant. You will tend 
to reach for well designed tools rather 
than something else.

you want to keep your lawn and plants 
looking good. Just be sure to follow the 
rather strict irrigation regulations that 
each water district has set. The weather 
warms rapidly in March, and a combi-
nation of warm, dry air and a constant 
southeastern breeze can dry out plants 
very quickly. Since we are restricted to one 
watering per week it is important to water 
deeply. Deep watering contributes to 
good root growth while watering just the 
topmost layer of soil causes roots to seek 
water near the surface where they burn 
during our hot summers.

You should consider converting to a drip 
irrigation system since it is exempt from 
the county watering restrictions. Unfortu-
nately it is not an option  for lawn irriga-
tion. Since lawns eat up large quantities 
of our water resources this may be a good 
time to reduce the amount of lawn and 
replace it with native plants that are more 
drought tolerant.

     During our dry spring you should never 
underestimate the value of mulch. Mulch 
does six things:
• Preserves moisture in the soil.
• Protects the soil from the intense heat 

of the sun.
• Provides a constant supply of organic 

material.
• Prevents the quick drying of the soil 

during the windy, dry period of later 
winter and early spring.

• Gives some protection to susceptible 
plants against rootknot–causing nema-
todes.

• Improves soil texture.

Any kind of organic material, that is sub-
ject to decay in a reasonable time, is good 
mulching material. I have advised against 
using cypress mulch because cypress takes 
many years to grow while other materials 
will do the job as well and grows more 
rapidly. I personally use eucalyptus mulch 
because of its scent and it grows quickly. 
The small amount of extra cost for euca-
lyptus mulch is offset in the knowledge 
that we are not depleting the southern 
cypress stands and causing havoc with the 
animals  that make them their home.
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March 8–9. Spring Plant Fair. 
Selby Botanical Gardens, 811 
South Palm Avenue, Sarasota, 
941.366.5731. <www.selby.org>

March 21–22. 10 to 5. Englewood 
Area Orchid Society Show 
and Sale. Plants, displays, 
experts, artwork. Englewood 
Sports Complex, 1300 South 
River Road. 941.828.0153.          
<www.eaos.org>

March Event 
Calendar

The following events have been 
selected for this list because they 
are no more than a 90 minute drive 
from Englewood.

The following are some of the garden chores that are recommended for March:

• Both achimines and gloxinias can be started this month.
• Treat for plant mites because they can defoliate plants particularly during the dry 

season.
• Mangos should be sprayed twice with fungicide and sulpher to prevent powdery 

mildew.
• This is a good month to make cuttings from such plants as hibiscus, aralias, crotons 

which all make good hedges.

With slightly warmer weather in March we will also see an increase in insect pests such 
as aphids, white fly and spider mites. Treat them with horticultural oils or insecticidal 
soaps since they are less harmful to beneficial insects. Caterpillars can be controlled by 
biological controls containing bacillus thuringiensis. 

If you haven’t done it yet you should check your gas powered equipment. Replace oil 
and air filters and make sure blades are sharp. Then set your mower at its highest setting 
where it should stay until the fall.

Finally, this is the time to cut back your ornamental grasses to eliminate old leaves and 
stimulate new growth. 

Gardening in March

Enforcement
Enforcement actions will take place through the use of county Code Enforcement proce-
dures or civil penalties.

Things to look for in your lawn maintenance company. Do they…
• Display the required BMP Training Certification Decal on their equipment? (re-

quired after March 3, 2008)

• Use a minimum of 50% slow-release nitrogen fertilizer product?

• Apply no more than the maximum allowable amounts of nitrogen and phosphorus?

• Use a deflector shield on all broadcast fertilizer spreaders?

•  Remove grass clippings from the roadway, storm drains and ditches?

• Promote the benefits of a low maintenance zone around water bodies?

• Maintain a 10 foot fertilizer-free zone around water bodies and wetlands?

If you have questions. Contact the Sarasota County Call Center at 941.861.5000.

The following comments are not part of the Sarasota County brochure but observations 
and thoughts  by your editor.

I believe these regulations are a positive move by the county and should make surround-
ing water healthier. My own belief is that they probably didn’t go far enough but that is 
another story.

Several of the questions I have concerns the certification requirement. How does a ho-
meowner recognize that the lawn care company is following  the county ordinance? Just 
having an authorized decal on equipment is a step but doesn’t offer any guarantee. 

How does a homeowner determine which fertilizer can be used and which ones have 
50% or more slow-release nitrogen? The example in the brochure is very confusing. This 
may be an oportunity to help educate the homeowner with better examples or even to 
provide a chart where the math has been done.

Finally, this could be a good discussion topic for a future meeting.

The Fertilizer & Landscape Management Code

The children were lined up in the 
cafeteria of a Catholic elementary 
school for lunch. At the head of the 
table was a large pile of apples. A 
nun had made a note, and posted 
it on the apple tray. It read, “Take 
only ONE. God is watching.”

Moving further along on the luch 
line, at the other end of the table 
was a large pile of chocolate chip 
cookies. A child had written a 
note, “Take all you want. God is 
watching the apples.”

A Sunday school teacher was 
discussing the Ten Command-
ments with five and six year 
olds. After explaining the 
commandment to “honor” thy 
father and mother, she asked, 
“Is there a commandment 
that teaches us how to treat 
our brothers and sisters?

Without missing a beat one 
little boy (the oldest of a fam-
ily) answered, “Thou shall not 
kill.”

Have A Happy Easter

Children Are So 
Smart


