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Bonsai Fertilization
 All Bonsai should be fertilized. The frequency and amount varies by species, age, 

stage of development and health of the tree. Generally, the younger and less 
developed a tree is, the more fertilizer is applied. As a tree becomes more 
refined we pay closer attention to the amount and timing of fertilization. 
Since we are using a porous soil mixture we are able to control the rate 
of application and precise timing throughout the growing season. 
Fertilize less in hot weather or winter months. Organic fertilizer is best. 
Cakes can be purchased or made yourself (See Below), or you may 
use commercially made fertilizer like Portland Rose Society 5-4-4. 

 For trees in refinement (Maintaining the silhouette, growing fine 
branching), you can begin fertilizing after the first flush of leaves have 
hardened off, when they become somewhat darker in color and firmer. The 
tree has stored energy from fall fertilization and does not need new fertilizer 
for its first Spring flush. For trees still in the development stage (Trying to 
increase the trunk diameter and branch caliper prior to ramification) and 
where you are not concerned about internode length or leaf size, you can 
begin fertilizing in early spring as the temperatures warm.

 Wait approximately four weeks after repotting to fertilize, as cut roots are highly 
susceptible to salts found in most fertilizers. New growth on a newly repotted 
tree, is a good signal that it’s safe to fertilize. Continue fertilizing through Fall, and 
stop when the leaves have turned to Autumn hues. Evergreens, such as boxwoods 
and azaleas, can be fertilized all through the growing season.

Method of Application
 There are several options – placing pre-formed cakes on the surface, loading 

loose organic fertilizer into tea bags or spreading it directly on the soil.  This latter 
method is a good starting place.  Keep in mind that when applied directly to 
the soil, as it breaks down it will percolate into the soil and eventually clog the 
air spaces between your soil particles. Distribute the fertilizer evenly over the soil 
surface every four weeks.  Let’s use one tablespoon on a 10” round pot as our 
basis for amounts. Add more or less for larger or smaller pots. When it is watered 
the first time it may spread out and form a thin slick over most of the soil surface.  
When that happens, wait until the fertilizer top layer is pretty dry, then break it up 
some.  If you don’t break it up it will remain a slick each time you water.

Amount to use
 If you use teabags, put one teaspoon fertilizer in each bag.  Most of us buy 

teabags at Asian stores or on line. For this discussion, let’s assume we will use 
teabags on a 10” round pot.  Place three teabags evenly around the pot.  For 
smaller pots use fewer bags; larger pots use more bags.  Most of us use a tooth-
pick or nail to keep the bags in place, as the birds like to flip them over to get to 
fly larvae beneath them.  (please note – dogs REALLY like the PRS fertilizer, so 
watch out)

The Process
 Four weeks later, leave the first bags in place and position a new bag to the left/

clockwise of the first one.  Four weeks later repeat.  You should now have nine 
bags on the soil surface.  At the end of that third, four-week period, remove the 
first bag and replace it with a new bag.  Continue this procedure for the duration 
of the fertilizing season. The reason for this rotation is that it only takes three to 
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four weeks for all the nitrogen to be gone from the fertilizer, but it takes twelve 
weeks to break down the other nutrients it contains, including phosphorus and 
potassium.

The importance of Fall
 The most important time to fertilize ALL trees, regardless of species or stage of 

development is in the Fall. That’s when they are gathering and storing resources 
for the upcoming winter dormancy and eventual spring flush of growth. Begin 
after the heat of summer is gone, about September, and continue through to the 
first frost or leaf drop.

Fertilizer Balls (Poo Balls)
Dry Ingredients

 10 cups Cottonseed Meal 
5 cups Bone Meal 
5 cups Fish Meal 
½ cup Kelp Meal

Wet Ingredients

 4 cups Fish Emulsion (Thick sludge kind) 
2 cups 0-10-10 Liquid 
 
Mix the dry ingredients before adding the wet ingredients. After mixing in the 
wet ingredients, add enough water until you reach a thick oatmeal like texture. 
You should be able to make a ball in your hands without it falling apart. Using a 
melon-baller packed full with the mixture, place each ball on plastic or wax paper. 
Dry for several days until the balls are completely dry. Make only enough for the 
season. However, extra can be stored in an airtight bag in your freezer. If it is 
going to be sunny for several days, you can apply balls directly to the soil surface 
and they will harden enough to prevent premature disintegration.


