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Next
Meeting

Tuesday: January 12, 2010 at Noon
At the Jacaranda West Country Club in Venice

Speaker: Antonio Fiorelli 
of the Rosa Fiorelli Winery in Manatee County.

He will talk about growing grapes and making wine in Florida.

Continued on page 3.

The 
Gardening News

Continued on page 3.

How to Read A Fertilizer Tag
 This is the second article in a series to explain the what, why and how of 
feeding our plants and landscape. This article is an expansion of one writ-
ten for The Gardening News of October 1997. 

Most states require a tag or statement on the fertilizer container, of the 
percentages of the chemical compounds that are found inside the contain-
er, as well as the materials that are combined to make that particular batch 
of fertilizer. This is for the protection of the consumer, so they are guar-
anteed what is stated on the tag. Even with this information or possibly 
because of it many consumers are confused when they go to buy fertilizer. 
They are confronted with many choices which doesn’t help the situation. 
So let us continue, which I hope, which will make it easier to help the 
consumer make a decision.

Definition: A fertilizer is a substance used for the purpose of supplying 
one or more of the elements essential for the normal growth and develop-
ment of a plant. At this time you might want to retrieve last month’s issue 
of The Gardening News which explains the purpose of why various ele-
ments are included in fertilizer formulation.

Analysis: On the fertilizer label the analysis tells you the percentage, by 
weight of nitrogen, phosphate and potash in the fertilizer you buy. Analy-
sis of a fertilizer appears on the tag or label as three numbers, such as 6-6-6 
or 12-24-12,  for example. The first number indicates the percentage of 
nitrogen (N), the second number gives the percentage of phosphorus (P) 
and the third number indicates the percentage  of potash (K). To further 
confuse consumers, not purposely, the terms phosphorus, phosphate and 

Raised Beds

If your soil is heavy and packs 
down easily, try a raised bed. The 
easiest raised bed to prepare is 
a mound of prepared soil 6 to 8 
inches. Over time such a bed will 
wash down so you might want to 
make it more permanent by edging 
your bed with wood, stones, logs 
or bricks. The soil in a raised bed is 
more porous because no one ever 
steps into the bed to pack it down. 
This allows good drainage so that 
air, water and fertilizer will pen-
etrate to the roots more easily.

You’ll find that your raised bed is 
more attractive and easier to main-
tain compared to conventional 
row gardens. Cultivating is easy 
since you’ll be able to reach into 
every corner of your bed and pull 
young weeds as they appear, and 
succession planting will eliminate 
bare spots. When deciding what 
to plant in your beds, consider 
companion planting. Companion 
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President’s Message
— John Halvorsen

It is hard to believe it is now winter (sort of ).  We have had unexpected 
rain and cool temperatures resulting in some “sleep” in the garden.  The 
Caladiums are drooping their beautiful leaves; the frangipani is naked 
as is the crepe myrtle. The tangelos, grapefruit and tangerines are ripe.  I 
guess this is time for me to take a break too.  With the plant sales over, 
including my mini-sale a break from weeding and mowing is welcome. 

The mini-sale was a mini-success.  With Jim Sciarello’s help, just by put-
ting signs up on a wet and cold Saturday we were able to sell a good bit of 
our already picked over surplus to add to the scholarship fund.  The most 
significant outcome was probably the opportunity to meet many garden-
ers and wannabe gardeners who are interested in the club.  I think the 
experience could influence our planning for the effort we need to make 
next year.  With the fund in very good shape we can grow a whole lot less 
and use a scale-down December sale more for PR than for money.  The 
question is where will the plants come from?

 It was delightful for Carol and me to have so many visit our home for 
an evening of chatter and wonderful finger-food brought by guests.  We 
certainly have a diverse group of fine people in this club.  If anyone went 
away hungry or thirsty, or could not find a conversation to join in, I 
would be very surprised.  Looking forward to seeing everyone at the lun-
cheon on the 12th.  HAPPY NEW YEAR!!!!!

Remember 
The dress code at Jacaranda West CC: Jackets 

are required and no jeans are allowed.

Only a fool tests the depth of 
the water with both feet.

— African Proverb

Rosa Fiorelli Winery
At our January 12th luncheon, Antonio 
Fiorelli will talk about his winery, how to 
grow grapes and how they make wine in 
Florida. Rosa Fiorelli Winery is a family 
owned and operated business located at 
4250 County Road, Bradenton, FL. Rosa 
and her husband Antonio moved to this 
area from Casteldaccia, Sicily, and were 
struck by the similarities here to their 
native land. Soon there were five rows of 
bunch grapes in the backyard with the 
garden, and a corner in the garage closed 
off for making wine. The vines were only 
the beginning! As more grapes became 
available, Rosa and Antonio expanded 
their wine making activities as well. In 
order to accomplish this Antonio had to 
make adjustments to combat the weather 
and the terrain in Manatee County.
Today the winery has its own building for 
fermenting and bottling, and a separate 
building for tasting and sales. They have 
recently expanded to ten acres of vine-
yard and a 3,000 sq. ft. winery. Mature 
grapevines allow for U-pick fresh bronze 
or black Muscadine grapes in early August 
to September.

After being in business since 1998, they 
have already earned over 100 awards in the 
commercial international wine competi-
tion; from the prestigious gold as well as 
the silver and bronze.

At a future date I will arrange a field trip 
to visit the winery for a wine tasting and 
tour.

More details may be found on their 
website at 

http://www.fiorelliwinery.com.
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How to Read A Fertilizer Tag
phosphoric acid are commonly used interchangeably when discussing 
fertilizers, Likewise, the terms potash and potassium are also used inter-
changeably. The thing to remember is that these numbers are percentages. 
More on this later.

Complete Fertilizer: A complete fertilizer contains, nitrogen, phosphate 
and potash while an incomplete fertilizer contains one or two of those 
nutrients but not all three. Note that the term complete as applied to 
fertilizer does not mean a product contains all the essential major and 
minor elements, but only that all three primary nutrients are present. A 
fertilizer may be complete and still be lacking important nutrients such as 
magnesium, iron or zinc.

Balanced Fertilizer: A balanced fertilizer, as the term is used here, con-
tains nitrogen, phosphate and potash, with nitrogen and potash present 
in about the same percentages while the percentage of phosphate may 
be lower. Thus 6-6-6 or 7-2-7 fertilizers would both be considered bal-
anced fertilizers. It should be noted that some gardeners only refer to a 
fertilizer as balanced when all three primary nutrients are present in equal 
amounts.

Fertilizer ratio: The fertilizer ratio refers to the relative amounts of nitro-
gen, phosphate and potash contained in the fertilizer. For example, 4-6-8 
fertilizer contains 1½ times as much phosphate as nitrogen and 2 times as 
much potash as nitrogen. It could therefore be called a 1-1½-2 ratio fertil-
izer. Any other 1-1½-2 ratio fertilizer, such as 6-9-12, would provide the 
same quantities of the three primary nutrients if the rate of application 
was adjusted properly. 

For example, two cups of 6-9-12 would provide the same amounts of N 
(nitrogen), P (phosphate) and K (potash) as three cups of 4-6-8. Thus, 
6-9-12 fertilizer is essentially the same as the 4-6-8, all other factors being 
equal. The difference would be that each fertilizer would be used in dif-
ferent amounts. To reduce confusion remember that these numbers are 
percentages. If your bag of 6-9-12 fertilizer weighed 100 lbs. you should 
expect in the bag 6 lbs. of nitrogen, 9 lbs. of phosphate and 12 lbs. of 
potash. But, when we buy fertilizer the bag is a more manageable weight, 
such as 25 or 50 pounds. We then must adjust how much fertilizer we put 
on our lawn or landscaping based on these adjusted figures. Most of the 
time the fertilizer supplier does this for us in the numbers provided for 
the spreader we use.

Fertilizer tag: The fertilizer tag contains a lot of valuable information, but 
unfortunately the average home gardener usually pays little attention to 
it. You should make it a practice to understand all that is on the tag when 
you shop for fertilizer. The purpose of the tag is to tell you what you are 
buying. By knowing what your plants require and matching it with the 
fertilizer you are thinking of buying your plants will be better served.

Raised Beds
vegetables and herbs will help con-
trol insects and improve the overall 
health of your garden.

Be sure to rotate the varieties of 
vegetables you plant in each bed 
each year. This rotational planting 
prevents a particular family of veg-
etables from consuming the same 
nutrients from the soil year after 
year and discourages insect pests 
and pathogens associated with 
certain vegetables from remaining 
in the soil and infecting next year’s 
crops.

The best time to begin building 
a raised bed in southwest Florida 
would be in early spring or Septem-
ber so that it is ready for planting in 
October and November.

Creating A Raised Bed

Start by working organic material 
into the soil. Compost, manure, 
leaf mold or other organic material 
helps the soil with essential nutri-
ents and improves drainage. Once 
you have thoroughly worked your 
soil, follow these simple steps to 
create a wide row.
1. Mark the bed with stakes and 

string. The ideal width is three 
feet while the length should 
be 25 feet or less. If you need 
more space, create more beds.

2. Use a rake to pull soil from the 
walkway to the top of the bed. 
Six inches of height will greatly 
improve drainage. A height of 
18 to 24 inches will be easier 
for older gardeners and those 
with bad backs.

3. Flatten the top of the bed with 
the back of a rake. It’s a good 
idea to slope the sides slightly 
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How To Read A Fertilizer Tag

The following fertilizer tag information is used here to help explain its 
meaning. This example is a good balanced fertilizer formula, 7-2-7 with 
50% organic nitrogen, but keep in mind there are many other equally 
good fertilizers with different compositions.

A fertilizer tag as an example to explain the text.

The fertilizer bag designates as primary plant foods or secondary plant 
foods. The primary plant foods are nitrogen, phosphate and potash. Sec-
ondary plant foods are listed at the bottom of the fertilizer tag if they are 
guaranteed present. Commonly recognized secondaries include, calcium, 
magnesium, sulfur and the micro nutrients copper, manganese, zinc, bo-
ron, iron and molybdenum.

Fertilizer materials in a 50 pound bag do not ordinarily add up to 50 
pounds. The remainder is made up of conditioners and fillers. Condition-
ers are materials added to the bag to prevent the fertilizer from becoming 
so moist or so hard that it cannot be handled and spread easily. A filler is 
an inert material added to fill out the weight of the fertilizer mixture. It 
allows a more even application of the nutrient materials.

Sources of Nitrogen: The fertilizer tag lists four forms of nitrogen which 
together make up the total nitrogen percentage in the fertilizer: nitrate 
nitrogen, ammoniacal nitrogen, water soluble organic nitrogen and water 
insoluble nitrogen.

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

Guaranteed Minimum Analysis
Total Nitrogen 7.00%
 Nitrate Nitrogen 0.85%
 Ammoniacal Nitrogen 2.65%
 Water Soluble Organic Nitrogen 1.40%
 Water Insoluble Nitrogen 2.10%
Available Phosphoric Acid  2.00%
Chlorine, not more than  2.00%

                  Water Soluble Potash  7.00%
Derived from: Nitroganic Tankage, Tankage, Urea, Di–Ammonium Phosphate,  
 Ammonium Nitrate, Sulfate of Ammonia, Sulfate of Potash, Sulfate of  
 Potash–Magnesium.

Statement of Secondary Plant Foods
 Total Magnesium as MgO 2.00% as Mg 1.20%
 Water Soluble Magnesium as MgO 2.00% as Mg 1.20%
 Manganese as MnO 1.00% as Mn 0.80%
 Copper as CuO 0.12% as Cu 0.08%
 Zinc as ZnO 0.30% as Zn 0.24%
 Iron as Fe203 1.20% as Fe 0.85%
 Boron as B203 0.10% as B 0.03%
Derived from: Sulfate of Potash–Magnesia, Iron Sulfate, Manganese Sulfate, Manga- 
 nese Sulfate, Fritted Trace Elements and Chelated Iron.

Wonders Of 
Evolution

In Florida, pitcher plants are usu-
ally found in bogs, seeps, wet savan-
nahs and habitats that are almost 
always wet and open to sun and sky. 
They grow from branching, under-
ground rhizomes. Over time these 
plants learned to compensate for 
the inadequate nutrients available 
by trapping and digesting insects

The genus Sarracenia includes 8 
species of North American pitcher 
plants.They range in size from 4 
inches to 3 feet tall. The leaves 
of these plants have evolved into 
tubular funnels which are very 
effective at catching insects (and 
an occasional frog). The hood 
on top of these leaves secretes a 
strong–smelling nectar that attracts 
potential prey. It also serves to re-
duce the amount of rainwater that 
enters the trap.

Insects that drop in are kept 
from exiting by slippery nectar 
and downward–pointing  hairs 
which grow on the inside wall of 
the pitcher. Digestive glands on 
the bottom of the pitcher secrete 
enzymes that slowly dissolve and 
digest the prey.

The flowers of these species are all 
fairly similar. They appear in early 
spring while the pitchers (leaves) 
are developing. The fleshy, 5–pet-
aled flowers grow on stems that rise 
above the pitchers.

Pitcher plants are listed as En-
dangered or Threatened by state 
agencies and conservation organi-
zations, and none should ever be 
collected from the wild. Always 
buy nursery propagated plants 
from reputable dealers.
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Plants can absorb nitrogen in the nitrate and ammoniacal forms only. 
Nitrate nitrogen is easily leached out of the root zone of plants in heavy 
rains. Ammoniacal nitrogen is more resistant to leaching than nitrate 
nitrogen, but it is converted to the nitrate form fairly rapidly, in a period 
of two to three weeks, by bacteria in the soil. Ammoniacal nitrogen is 
preferred over nitrate nitrogen by flower gardeners because of its greater 
resistance to leaching and because it seems to benefit flowers.

Water soluble organic nitrogen changes to ammoniacal nitrogen  within a 
few days after its application to the soil. For this reason, the water soluble 
organic nitrogen, reported on the fertilizer tag, should be considered as 
the equivalent of ammoniacal nitrogen. The principal source of water 
soluble organic nitrogen is urea. Urea is not a natural organic but it is 
synthetically made.

Water insoluble nitrogen can come from natural organic sources, such as 
seed meals, sewage sludge and tankages. Sometimes urea-formaldehyde 
resin, a man-made synthetic, is used as a water insoluble nitrogen source. 
It must be converted to ammoniacal nitrogen by soil organisms before 
it can be used by plants, and the conversion takes place gradually. Water 
insoluble nitrogen conversion to usable soil nitrogen occurs faster when 
soil temperatures are warmer—one to two months in summer versus three 
to four months in cold weather. Because of its slow release properties and 
resistance to leaching, some water insoluble nitrogen is desirable in the 
fertilizer, even though this form of nitrogen is more expensive than the 
other forms.

Organic fertilizers: Fertilizers are often referred to as 100% organic, 60% 
organic, etc. These figures refer to the proportion of total nitrogen which 
is in the water soluble organic and water insoluble nitrogen forms. Thus, 
the fertilizer referred to in the example tag would be considered a 50% 
organic fertilizer, since one-half of the total nitrogen is contained in the 
water soluble organic and water insoluble forms.

Remember that water insoluble nitrogen is the only form of nitrogen 
which is released slowly and is the only form of nitrogen which is ex-
tremely resistant to leaching. Thus, the fact that a fertilizer is advertised 
as 50% or 100% organic is relatively unimportant. What really matters is 
how much nitrogen is in the water insoluble form. This form of nitrogen 
is called “natural organic”.

Sulphur: Sulphur may not be listed on the fertilizer tag, but it is supplied 
by many fertilizer materials, including sulfate of ammonia, sulfate of pot-
ash, etc. Sulphur may be listed as a secondary plant food if it is added in 
order to make an acid-forming fertilizer, but even if sulphur is not men-
tioned you do not have to worry about it.  

How To Read A Fertilizer Tag
to prevent erosion. On beds 
that are more permanent with 
stone or wood sides some of 
this would not be necessary.

4. Dig a trench down each side of 
the row with a hoe This keeps 
the walkway from becoming a 
stream during the rainy season.

This article came from gardenguides.com. 
To find more articles of this type check 
out: http://www.gardenguides.com.

Raised Beds

Justicias
Summer-to-Fall Color

A favorite old–fashioned Florida gem is 
making a come-back in bold new colors. 
The justicias were once called jacobinias, 
and back then all one saw was a silvery 
kind that is just as nice today. But today’s 
growers have begun selling these “Brazil-
ian plume flowers” in pristine snow white, 
in-your-face yellow orange and red! Look 
for them in 1-gallon pots at garden shops 
for about $3.00 to $5.00 each, especially 
in the summer.

In mulched soil they can take full sun, 
but do best in dappled shade, which is 
often where we are lacking color the most. 
They have few fungal or bug problems 
and will rebound quickly after a freeze if 
planted deeply initially. This author plants 
perennials 4 inches deeper than they grew 
in their pots to get them through the 
extremes of drought and freezes.

Justicias glory in our lush summer rains, 
yet tolerate spring drought admirably once 
established. They bloom almost constant-
ly, and if cut back hard each spring, they 
remain bushy and dense and bear even 
more of those oxotic–looking flower clus-
ters that reach their peak in late summer. 
They also root easily from cuttings, so you 
can make clones of your favorite colors for 
elsewhere in your garden.

Nothing is perfect…they have ZERO per-
fume, and often wilt quickly in bouquets. 
But it is hard to fault them for that when 
they bless us with endless color.


