
King County Phosphorus King County Phosphorus 
Fertilizer OrdinanceFertilizer Ordinance

KC Ordinance #16392KC Ordinance #16392
AN ORDINANCE related to fertilizers AN ORDINANCE related to fertilizers 
containing phosphorus; and adding a containing phosphorus; and adding a 

new chapter to K.C.C. Title 9new chapter to K.C.C. Title 9



What does this ordinance do?
• Bans the application of phosphorus 

fertilizer in unincorporated King 
County on residential lawns

• Allows for phosphorus fertilizer 
application when a soil test states it 
is appropriate

• Does not affect golf courses, 
agriculture, vegetable beds or flower 
beds 

• Requires KCTV to produce 
informational tv spots

• Makes it illegal to apply phosphorus 
on impervious surfaces

• Builds partnerships with other 
agencies and non-profits to support 
consumer education and outreach 
efforts



How did we get here?
(or why all the fuss about 
phosphorus and algae)







What did the science tell us?
• P levels in soils measured in parts per MILLION
• P levels in lakes measured in parts per BILLION
• 25 ppm soil P – healthy turf (estimated by national 

studies)
• 25 ppb lake P – excess algae growth
• Excess phosphorus can (and does) runoff into surface 

water from excess fertilizer use
• We are facing a worldwide phosphorus shortage and it’s 

time to save it for appropriate applications (agriculture) 
and get it out of products where it’s unnecessary





History
• Lots of phosphorus legislation in WA state – laundry 

detergent, dish soap, and now dishwasher detergent
• Limiting phosphorus fertilizer application on lawns 

started as a state wide bill through WALPA in 2007
• Councilmember Julia Patterson, an Angle Lake resident, 

heard about WALPA’s efforts and contacted WLRD to 
help design a King County ordinance similar to the state 
bill

• Fertilizer ordinance was unanimously supported by the 
King County Council and signed by the Executive on 
March 31 2009

• Ordinance is effective in 2011



Gains made through the ordinance
• It’s education and outreach based
• It will sunset upon a state wide 

phosphorus legislation being adopted –
sets precedence

• Allows for organics/biosolids
• Cannot apply to impervious surfaces
• Allows for phosphorus fertilizer 

application when a soil test states it is 
appropriate

• Only affects lawns 
• Asks for inter-agency, non-profit and 

community partnerships for 
implementation



Conundrums of the ordinance
•• ItIt’’s education and outreach baseds education and outreach based
•• No regulatory teethNo regulatory teeth
•• Does not ban sale Does not ban sale 
•• Only in unincorporated Only in unincorporated 

King CountyKing County
•• Allows Allows biosolidsbiosolids and organicsand organics
•• How to fund it How to fund it ((got money? Letgot money? Let’’s talks talk))



What do you need to know as a 
KC employee

• 25 ppm is the cutoff for phosphorus west of the 
Cascades (10 ppm on the east side)

• Recommend a soil test – if lower than 25 ppm
you can apply phosphorus. If higher don’t apply -
look for phosphorus free fertilizer

• If going to apply manure/biosolids, fertilizer 
containing phosphorus- no more than 1 lb per 
1,000 sq ft per year (½ lb Memorial Day ½ lb 
Labor Day)


