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F E E D  M E !
If their other requirements are 
met, orchids will grow and flower 
for fairly long periods without 
fertilizer. Witness the many 
people in tropical areas such as 
South Florida who grow them 
mounted on trees and let nature 
do the rest. Indeed, that is how 
epiphytic orchids grow in nature! 
But orchid hobbyists generally try 
to give their orchids more than 
bare minimum so that the plants 
flower at or above their potential.
 
There are many different points 
of view on how to fertilize orchids 
and what fertilizer to use. 
Everyone has a favorite fertilizer 
or supplement. There are so many 
variables that how and when you 
fertilize depends on what kinds of 
orchids you grow and how and 

where you grow them. This newsletter will offer a brief explanation and general guidelines on fertilizing 
orchids. For more specific application, join your local orchid society and ask someone there who grows the 
same kind of orchids as you. It is unlikely that you will kill any orchids with orchid fertilizer so following 
the recommendations here will provide your plants needed nutrition.  
 
If you are a gardener you are probably familiar with the N-P-K listings on fertilizer bags. Orchid fertilizers 
have them too! Let's go over these three elements and see how they affect plant growth. "N" stands for 
nitrogen. Nitrogen helps make plants green, and helps them grow faster. It is the element responsible for 
vegetative growth – the leafy parts. "P" stands for phosphorus which is good for root growth, disease 
resistance, seed and fruit growth, and especially for blooming and flowering. "K" is for potassium which 
helps with increasing root growth, drought resistance, and disease resistance.  
 
There are three main types of fertilizers used for orchids: balanced, high nitrogen and bloom booster. 
Balanced fertilizers have been traditionally recommended for use with orchids potted in inorganic potting 
media such as lava rock and Aliflor, and tree fern (which has fallen out of favor due to conservation 
concerns). Plants mounted on cork bark or other substrates also benefit from using a balanced fertilizer. 
An example of a balanced fertilizer would be represented by the numbers, 20–20–20. High nitrogen 
fertilizers have long been recommended for use with orchids potted in fir bark or fir bark mixes. The 
reason for extra nitrogen is that the bacteria which cause the bark to decay use up much of the available 
nitrogen, thus depleting the orchid. This practice has recently come into question. Nonetheless, using a 
high nitrogen fertilizer, especially in spring at the beginning of the growing season, can promote strong 
vegetative growth under ideal growing conditions. An example of high nitrogen fertilizer would be 30–10–
10. Bloom, or blossom booster formulas are high in phosphorus. Typically, high phosphorus fertilizers are 
applied every other week for 4–6 applications the season before expected bloom. For winter-spring 
blooming orchids bloom booster is usually applied in the fall. Vandaceous hybrids and other orchids that 
bloom throughout the year can be given bloom booster every third or fourth feeding. An example of a 
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bloom booster would be 10–30–20. Fertilizers used on orchids should contain little or no urea. This is 
because soil organisms must first convert the nitrogen in urea to a form useable by plants, and since 
orchids do not grow in soil, this conversion does not occur efficiently.  
 
How fertilizer is applied varies as much as orchids themselves. 
Typically, plants are fertilized once a week during spring and summer 
and every two weeks in the fall and winter. Regardless of the fertilizer 
that you choose to use, most experienced growers use ½ the label-
recommended strength. Remember, in nature epiphytic orchids' roots 
are exposed and the only nutrients they get are bird and animal 
droppings, decaying insects and detritus. The old saying fertilizing 
orchids is: feed them weekly weakly. Fertilizer is best applied in the 
morning on sunny days. For mounted orchids, or orchids with their 
roots exposed such as vandas in empty baskets, many growers routinely 
pre-water the plants and then follow with fertilizer a half hour later. 
The pre-watering prepares the spongy velamen of the orchid roots to 
better utilize the fertilizer. Orchids in pots are usually not pre-watered 
but some growers have their own techniques.  
 
There are requirements specific to certain orchids. For instance, do not 
fertilize nobile dendrobiums after early autumn. This rule actually 
applies to all orchids that have decided rest periods and all deciduous 
orchids. Fertilizing them while in their rest period keeps them in 
continual growth instead of resting before producing flowers. In other words, you may get a lot of growth 
and no flowers.  
 
There are also many "secret recipes" growers use that supposedly produce stronger plants or more flowers. 
Certainly vitamins and micro-nutrients are as essential as the building blocks of plant growth mentioned 
above. Elements such as magnesium, boron, calcium, carbon etc. are required for strong plant growth, but 
their discussion is beyond this newsletter. All in all, although there are certain practices that are 
documented as being helpful, it has not been proven that supplements actually contribute to improved 
growth in orchids...but it probably doesn't hurt to use them!  
There is a more detailed explanation about fertilizer here on the MSU website 
 

 

Resources 
Join us for an American Orchid Society Webinar  
on April 20, 2010 from 9:00 – 10:00 PM EDT for an introduction to growing orchids. 
Greg Allikas will discuss basic orchid growing. This is a beginner presentation - if you have experience 
growing orchids, please leave a spot for someone else. 
Title: Basic Orchid Growing 
Date: Tuesday, April 20, 2010 
Time: 9:00 PM – 10:00 PM EDT 
After registering you will receive a confirmation email containing information about joining the Webinar. 
System Requirements: PC-based attendees require Windows® 7, Vista, XP, 2003 Server or 2000 
Macintosh®-based attendees require Mac OS® X 10.4.11 (Tiger®) or newer 
Space is limited. Reserve your Webinar seat now at: 
https://www2.gotomeeting.com/register/381892115 
 

http://www.canr.msu.edu/vanburen/e-896.htm
http://www.canr.msu.edu/vanburen/e-896.htm
https://www2.gotomeeting.com/register/381892115
https://www2.gotomeeting.com/register/381892115
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ORCHIDS magazine upcoming features... 
 

THIS MONTH 
 
 
Special Awards Issue! 
The Best Orchids of 2008 & 2009  
PLUS, how to groom orchids for exhibition and more!  
 
 
left: Phragmipedium Penn's Creek Cascade 'Island Ghost' FCC/AOS, 90pts 
Exhib: Bernard Lavaud. photo © 2009 Greg Allikas  
 
 
MAY 
Our MAY magazine focuses on Phalaenopsis and offers both practical and 
historical perspectives. 
Don't miss it !!!  
      send comments to - newsflash@aos.org  
 

 

The AOS Orchid Forum is a great place to find quick answers to your questions. 
Helpful growers from around the world share their orchids and experience.

 

 

Click here to join the AOS today - become a better grower! 
Benefits include award-wining Orchids magazine,  
"Members Only" website content, reciprocal gardens access and more! 
 

 

mailto:%20newsflash@aos.org
http://www.aosforum.org/forum/
http://www.aos.org/source/members/cmemberinsert.cfm?member=1&section=join
http://www.aos.org/source/members/cmemberinsert.cfm?member=1&section=join
http://www.aos.org/source/members/cmemberinsert.cfm?member=1&section=join
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