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Phosphorus From Lawns Threatening Indiana’s Streams & Lakes
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Phosphorus helps harmful algae thrive- pictured is algal bloom in White River
(Courtesy of IUPUI Center for Earth and Environmental Science- 2009)

Earlier at this year’s “Conservation Day” at the Statehouse, the Indiana Conservation Alliance (INCA) encouraged its members to contact their representatives and senators to support a ban of phosphorus in non-agricultural fertilizers.  Under such ban a landowner can only use supplemental phosphorus if a lawn soil test indicates a phosphorus deficiency.  Why ban phosphorus?  Chemical nutrients in storm water runoff from urban, suburban and agricultural areas are overloading Indiana’s streams and lakes with pollution, posing a threat to Hoosier fish and wildlife and drinking water sources. Many lawn fertilizers contain phosphorus, a nutrient necessary for plant growth but one that causes a number of ecological problems when its concentration exceeds a very low biological threshold.  In short, plants need phosphorus but not very much, and extra phosphorus causes a range of environmental problems.  Indiana has served as a leader for phosphorus regulation. In 1972, Indiana led the nation in efforts to reduce phosphorus in laundry detergents to improve water quality. A 2008 Indiana statute, which becomes effective in 2010, has also banned phosphorus in dish soap. In both cases, scientists determined that phosphate additives were not necessary for clean clothes and clean dishes.  The discussion is now turning to phosphorus in lawn fertilizers. Other states and communities have enacted phosphorus bans with measured success. Dozens of communities and two states, Minnesota and Wisconsin, have eliminated phosphorus from lawn fertilizers. Indiana has a great opportunity to join these states in leading the effort to protect the Great Lakes and improve our water quality in our other streams and lakes.  
Blue-green algae can produce a variety of toxins that can be dangerous to animals and humans. Large blue-green algal blooms can make water unsafe to drink or even come in contact with.  Research reports that a single pound of phosphorus can produce 10,000 pounds of wet weeds and algae.  To get more facts on why Indiana should support a phosphorus ban, view the Indiana Wildlife Federation’s (IWF) fact sheet at http://www.indianawildlife.org/phosphorus.htm.  Join INCA’s over 30 conservation organization members from around the state and request that state legislators support a statewide ban of phosphorus in lawn fertilizers.  Contact the Indiana Wildlife on the web at www.indianawildlife.org, email them at info@indianawildlife.org, or call their office at 1-800-893-4116 for more information. Visit their phosphorus-free campaign page at www.indianawildlife.org/phosphorus.htm and sign their pledge of support! 

