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Bill banning phosphorus from lawns soon to 

be law

After years of trying in vain, environmentalists have won a victory in Richmond by banning 

phosphorus in some lawn fertilizers and requiring golf courses to control fertilizer runoff as 
ways to help restore the Chesapeake Bay.

This year for the first time, developers, homebuilders and turf managers supported the 

legislation where, in the past, they had opposed attempts at more regulation of what is spread on 
lawns and golf courses across the state.

Similar bills are moving through government chambers this year in Maryland and Pennsylvania, 
two other Bay states seeking new methods to improve water quality and meet new federal 
demands that they take action.

"We know we have a role to play" in cleaning up the Bay, said Donna Pugh Johnson, president 
of the Virginia Agribusiness Council, which supported a compromise bill that both Democrats 

and Republicans embraced. "And we're willing to do what we can do in a scientific, practical 
way."

Under the bill, expected to be signed into law by Gov. Bob McDonnell, no phosphorus will be 

allowed in fertilizers used to maintain lawns, beginning Dec. 31, 2013.

The ban does not affect those fertilizers purchased to start new lawns or to care for gardens or 

nurseries. Also, stores can sell the rest of their stock after the 2013 deadline without fear of a 
$250 fine.

In addition, rules will be drafted so that professional lawn-care workers must be certified in how 

to properly fertilize lawns without overdoing amounts that might wash off into nearby streams 
or storm drains and harm the Bay.

Also by the start of 2014, de-icing agents poured onto parking lots, roads and sidewalks during 

winter storms cannot contain nitrogen or phosphorus. These two nutrients, in excess, are the 
pollutants causing the Bay to choke from too little oxygen and too much algae growth.

The adopted legislation also requires that, by July 1, 2017, the more than 350 golf courses in 
Virginia draft and implement nutrient management plans to better curb fertilizer and chemical 
runoff.

Fertilizers sold at garden stores and home-improvement outlets will have to come with specific 
instructions on how to safely apply amounts and describe the environmental risks from laying 

down too much.

The Chesapeake Bay Foundation, an environmental group, estimates that the moves could stop 
230,000 pounds of phosphorus from entering the Bay each year. That's about 22 percent of what 

Virginia needs to do to comply with new federal guidelines within a "pollution diet" for 
cleaning up the Bay.
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"I think everyone saw the writing on the wall - we either do this or have to take other, more 

expensive steps," said Ann Jennings, executive director of the Bay foundation in Virginia.

Jennings said she and members of other interest groups spent about 17 hours hammering out an 
acceptable compromise during the General Assembly, which ends Saturday.

The legislation was a hybrid of nearly a dozen fertilizer bills this year. Co-sponsors included 
state Sen. Ralph Northam, D-Norfolk, and Del. Lee Ware, R-Powhatan.

Retailers had worried that an earlier version of the bill, one favored by environmentalists, would 
segregate phosphorus-containing products in the back of stores.

Local governments worried that they would be called upon to enforce the no-phosphorus rule, 

effectively becoming "fertilizer police," as some officials have described.

Instead, the state will be the enforcement agent and will bar any phosphorus-laden maintenance 

fertilizers from being registered in Virginia after the start of 2014.
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